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I told Hattie, - - huh, 

To make her dress a little longer .. h„h 
I told Hattie,--huh, ’ h * 

To make her dress a little longer ..huh. 
I told Hattie, -- huh, ’ 

To make her dress a little longer - -huh- 
A - showin’ of her laig, - - huh. ’ 


B 


Newton Redwine. Mr. Redwine says: “John Henry had 
c 0n g to sing as he worked, but it seems that the following was 
Lt before his death." The Beattyville Enterprise 
Ky., Feb. 1, 1929. 


no regular 
his favorite 
Beattyville, 


1 have hammered 
Four long years 
With this old hammer 


I have hammered 
On the W & A 
1 have hammered 
On the old M & C 
I have worked 
On the C & S 


The hammer am a ringin’ 
And the steel am a singin' 
I’ll put the hole 
On down boys 
Put the hole on down 


This old hammer 
Killed John Scott 
It will never kill me 

Hammer am a ringin’ 

Steel am a singin’ 

1'U put the hole 
On down boys 
I'll put the hole 
On down - hut - hut - hut 

Hut - hut - hut 

1*11 put the hole on down 

I'll put the hole on down 

This old hammer 
Has killed John Scott 
It will never kill me 
Hut - hut • hut 

I’ll put thr hole on down, boys 
I’ll put the hole on down 
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Minnie Darby, Evington, Va. 

This old hammer 
Killed John Henry; 

It won’t kill me, boys. 

It won’t kill me. 

I'm going back 
To east Colorado; 

I’m not coming back, boys, 

I’m not coming back. 

If that fast man 
Asks for me, boys, 

Tell him I’m gone, 

Tell him I’m gone, 

This old hammer 
Killed John Henry; 

It won’t kill me, boys, 

It won’t kill me. 

This old hammer 
Ring a - like silver, 

Shine a - like gold, boys, 

Shine a - like gold. 

I’m going home 
To see my mama; 

I’m not coming back, boys, 

I’m not coming back. 

If you see 

My blue - eyed baby, 

Tell her I’m gone, boys, 

Tell her I’m gone. 

This old hammer 
Killed John Henry; 

It won’t kill me, boys, 

It won’t kill me. 

D 

Martin Barrow, of the Public Works Department of 
Jamaica, West Indies. Mr. Barrow sent this version of the sons 
»n Jamaica, July 26, 1932. 

Ten pound hammer kill John Henry, 

I«n pound hammer kill John Henry, 
len pound hammer kill John Henry, 

Somebody dying every day. 

7 * 
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totry 
tatty Uu 


tarry 
* 



Wid Mer* 


body dyirng 


Nomb" 

Number 

Number 




Nuaibei tmr tunnel mo •« vui 

Nnwber Mr hmnrl no *« hOI M . 

Numltri mur tunnel m «| ki M| 

Suwcbudy 4ytQ4 rmt *U», 

0«. oJr Hammer N muMl Ukr kiaw 
Ut> ok ha mi airr H toomd hkr dtai 

So—body <*««f mr, d.i 

Ten pound hinimi »dl »rv.,t aui 
Trn pound himmn will non k 
Ten pound hainitur » U nor k il 
Sotaebody dyuijj m i da» 

u A# «fc dnkt up, dMBb op Jacob Mice. 

**** «!'. 'Mr up. a.nb la 

up, shake up. chab up Jacob ladder. 

Somebody d> , even d>> 

Kwk> an J mountain hau^ about w, 

KoxkN aiui not ■ Stan,: about ae 
Kv.\ks auv »a ' - J'li la . about azc. 

Somebody dyiu^ ever i day 

j' 1 bv* to ««« December, 

U 1 Uvc b> S« Deceaber, 

" 1 bv * to see December, 

Somebody dyiuf every day. 

this hammer to the walker, 

this harumec to the walker. 

J** r ihw hammer to the walker, 

“K'body dvui* every day 


#1# 
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Tell him I am going buddy, 
Tell him I am going buddy, 
Tell him I am going buddy, 
Somebody dying every day. 

Ooing buddy to my country, 
Ooing buddy to my country, 
Ooing buddy to my country, 
Somebody dying every day. 


’01 


Aubrey F. Goff, Glenville, W. V a. Mr. Goff 
song in 1923, from the singing of Harley V. Townsend of n i!'"" 1 the 
County, W. Va. It is titled •'The Yew Pine Mountains” and sh ’ i,m " 
Hardy as the victim of the hammer. ’ d hows John 

This old hammer rings like silver; 

This old hammer rings like silver, 

This old hammer rings like silver; 

It shines like gold, babe, it shines' like gold 
n, going back to the Yew Pine Mountains, ' 
oi going back to the Yew Pine Mountains 
In, going back to the Yew Pine Mountains; 

Thats my home, babe, that's my home. 

This old hammer killed my buddy, 

This old hammer killed my buddy; 

This old hammer killed my buddy; 

But it'll not kill me, babe, it’ll not kill me. 

Whv-' ’ C3USe I,’™ R ° inR b3Ck t0 fhe Yew Pine Mountains, 

\Thvi > CaUSe g °’ ng back t0 ,he Yew Pine Mountains, 

Tui; CaUS u 1 m g ° ing back f0 fhe Yew Pine Mountains; 

That’s my home, babe, that’s my home. 

This old hammer killed John Hardy, 

rh« old hammer killed John Hardy, 

Pr/** hamra " Wiled John Hardy; 

I’m a • n °u k,n babe ’ if ’ n nof wn me. 
going back to the Yew Pine Mountains, 

m going back to the Yew Pine Mountains, 

•n. going back to the Yew Pine Mountains; 

wy home. babe, that’s my home. 

The people 'round here they don't like me. 

Thr ^ 0r f r /° U " d th *r don't like me. 

rOVnd hrrr ther don ’* **e mc ‘ 

Vm l u l raff ' bjbr 1 do "’‘ care 
tm '° ,hc Vf * ***■« Mountains, 

I'm ^ *° ,hr Vrw f * lar Mountains. 

Jkj .. 1r *® *he Yew Pt»r Mountains; 

hwr. tube, that's m, home 



is-D? 


forty four days mak* forty - foor doOars 
Forty-four days make forty, four dollars' 
Forty-four days make forty - four dollars' 

All in gold, babe, ail in gold 

I'm going back to the Yew Pine Mount.,„s 

I’m going back to the Yew Pin* Mount., 

I’m going back to the Yew Pine Mount., 

That's my home, babe, that's my home 

I can hear my true love calling. 

I can hear my true love calling. 

I can hear my true love calling. 

'Come back home, babe, come back home' 

I'm going back to the Yew Pine Mount.,ns 

I’m going back to the Yew P,nr Mount.,ns 

I'm going back to the Yew Pine MounUms 

That's my home, babe, that's my home. 

I can sec my true love coming. 

I can sec my true love coming, 

I can see my true love coming. 

Dressed in red, babe, dressed in red 
I’m going back to the Yew Pine Mountains 

I'm going back to the Yew Pine Mountains,’ 

I’m going back to the v* w Pine Mountains 

That’s my home, babe, that’s my home. 

When I meet her I will greet her, 

When I meet her I will greet her, 

When I meet her I will greet her; 

And she’ll greet me, babe, and she'll greet me 
I'm going back to the Yew Pine Mountains, 

Pm going back to the Yew Pine Mountains, 

I’m going back to the Yew Pine Mountains; 

That’s my home, babe, that’s my home. 
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Burl McPeik, Ford* Branch, K y. 

John Henry was a very small boy. 

Sitting on his papa's knee; 

He cried all out with a glad little shout, 

'Big Bend tunnel on the C. and O. road 
Ooing to be the death of me.' 

John Henry left the white house, 

Went out to the heading to drive. 

The heading caught on fire with that light little bl. 

It was nothing but John Henry driving steel *' 

John Henry drove steel in the right-hand corner 
The steam drill in the left. 

‘Before I let the steam drill beat me down 
I’ll ham’ my fool self to death, 

I’ll ham’ my fool self to death.’ 

John Henry told his shaker, 

‘Shaker, you had better pray, 

For if I miss this piece of steel 
Tomorrow will be your burying day/ 

John Henry had a pretty little woman, 

Her name was Polly Ann. 

John Henry lay sick and on his bed, 

Polly Ann drove steel like a man. 

The women all knew John Henry, 

They knew he was so neat and so fine; 

The Big Bend tunnel on the C and O road 
Is the place where John Henry went blind, 

Is the place where John Henry went blind, 

John Henry was buried, 

He was buried with each hammer in his hand 
It was written on his tomb jnst as solid as a doom. 
Here lies our steel - driving man/ 

John Henry drove steel, 

He drove from the top of his head. 

Nine-pound hammer going up in each hand 
as what caused John Henry to fall dead, 
was what caused John Henry to fall dead. 


v in 

Tiable Fitzwater, Ho.terman, W. Va. 

When John Henry was a little boy, 

Sitting on his papa’s knee, 

‘Thl« Pi |. ke « « UP f hi,nm,cr and ^id to his papa, 
I HI. it going to be the death of me/ 


log 
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John Henry was six foot tall 

And two foot and a half across th* k 

He would pound all day with a ni breast - 

And never get tired and want to "rest 50 ' 1 " 11 hamn,er 

The scraper and the sprayers was all 

Thought the mountain was falling i n getl ' ng scared . 

When John Henry cried out with a 1o.,h k 

•it is nothing but m y hammer h, the^tg 

John Henry had a little woman, 

Her name was Polly Ann. 

John Henry got sick and had to go to 
Polly drove steel like a man. * d ’ 

John Henry’s mama come running 
As hard as she could run: 

‘In the Big Ben tunnel on the C 4 O Road 
Is going to be the death of my son.’ 

John Henry’s wife, 

He keeps her dressed up in blue. 

She come running down stairs with her hair all curled 
And cried, O John Henry, I been true to you.’ 



°. W. Evans, Editor of the New Castle m 

~ and rem'embwed Tome 5 remeS /he neg^bS 

wkh'^Ta'^er^inhis hZ’’^ ^ VCrSC With ’ ‘ A " d * 

The Cap’n he got oneasy (uneasy), 

Thought Ben Tunnel was a - cavin’ in. 

But John Henry cried out with a loud, loud voice, 
its nothin’ but ray hammer in the wind, God knows, 

°thin’ but my hammer in the wind.’ 

fm!* 6 Sa ' d come f rom Columbus, 

B hers sa, d he come from Cain, 

. U< * n ^' s name as an E as * Virginia man, 

. 0 e ^icd with his hammer in his hand, God knows, 

n he died with his hammer in his hand. 

Mn Henry he had a woman, 
ne COn >« all drc.sed in blue 

i, *' n ’ haven’t I been true to you, God Knows, 

Haven't I been true to you?’ 
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naked in the intense heat.” '*) In such tangible darkness i 
and smoke, the “loose rock” overhead would seem’ to 
immediate relief; and nothing “haunts the mine worker pro, hise 
a fall of the strata which he calls the roof.” »3) m ° re than 

Drinker explains that “no man but a tunnel engineer ca 
the difficulties and dangers of tunnel construction - - it is not 1 appreciat e 
of calculating certain strains and allowing certain factors a f tJUestio1 ’ 
but a very vying with the unknown powers of darkness allth Safet y» 
to be feared because one can never know what a day’s’ ad • ^ m ° re 
bring forth.” '*) Of these uncertainties, tunnel-sickness hl»«« 1Ce ^ 
the roof seem to offer the greatest dangers to life and r-" 8 ’ and 
had a full share of all three. * ’ and B, S Bend 

In the St. Gothard Tunnel, “men died in large numbers 
peculiar disease, called tunnel trichinosis ... Three or four m !. a 
labor in the tunnel brought on the disease.” “) It is not certain* 
this disease affected any of the Virginia Negroes on the 
and Ohio but the fact that horses on the job at St Ooth^ dTd ' 

L f < tCn 3 mO0th su88ests the g f eat probability of deaths a 
Big Bend from some kind of sickness. The statement that “foul air 
gives much trouble and there is a great deal of sickness among the 

iTnXd B,g ^ n u l8 l ,S s, g nificant » a °d very much so ihen 
John Hedrick, one of the tunnel officials, admits that one died there 

from foul air. Twenty-three suits, alleging damages amounting to 

almost five hundred thousand dollars “for death, injury, or sickness” 

that ?n kni h" fc 0n n- a u nnel Under constr uction in the county adjoining 

“SUirosU fromd.^t Ben r? ,e » arC 3Waiting trial at the present time 
S - f L SeemS t0 be the basis for the complaints. 

• are already dead.») What are the probabilities for Big Bend? 

and „ I:: 8 °« C *° f the greatest tunnel problems of the period, 

ing fresh air to"thp^r'lf W3S d ° ne 3b ° Ut **' The practice of P um P' 
beri? Tunnel dn ers was, it seems, first emphasized at Arf- 

“mmerl’ cnnl; / Ch ,, WaS begun in ,88 °- Stone dust, to which 

by the introdiirHn' 011 was Iar g el y attributable, was checked even later 

running thmimh ° f b ? ow drills with a small stream of water 

so great w fu' 0 Gen * s “one was almost smothered 

in the intense heat”*' ’/**■ St -. G °thard the men went “about naked 

their “shirts off” m 30 * 4 ! th e steel-drivers worked with 

the time added' to their" 1 toulnesl^ **** W3yS ° f ,ighting tUnnelS 

for lighting* used^n .°L. ex P ,osives for blasting and of candles 

of their use m th n g ** end unnel may be had from an examination 
_ m the Hoosac Tunnel. The records show that “during 


M *•) O* O. 'caull,,/ c™ c * * March >6, 1930. 

^ * n * * , p- 151. n * B a,, d Ballads of the 
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arS ' time, about 444,735 lbs. of nitroglycerine and about 
five J ** 1 bs of mica powder [mica impregnated with nitroglycerin] 
l 00 ’ 000 Jd” in Hoosac, '«) making about 500,000 pounds of pure' nitro- 
*' ere “fused in the tunnel in five years. The assumption that half 
amount of nitroglycerin was used at Big Bend during the 
of vears and a half it was under construction gives 250,000 pounds 
work, approximately equal to 500,000 pounds of dualin or 

% 00 00 P° unds r° f .? Un ?° Wder in fP!? Sive force > a daily amount 
# 333 pounds of nitroglycerin or 4,333 pounds of gunpowder for 

750 days. The record for 2,720 pounds of candles used in one head¬ 
ing of the Hoosac Tunne during a period of seven months, from 
April 1 to November 1 of 1865 ”) gives a basis for the amounts used 
i„ the eight headings of Big Bend during two years and a half, a 
total of more than 87,000 pounds, a daily consumption of more than 

115 pounds. 

That nitroglycerin, dualin, and gunpowder were all three used in 
Big Bend is quite certain. They were used together on the road for 
blasting in other tunnels. Drinker gives “powder, trinitroglycerine, 
and dualin employed" at Lewis Tunnel and “nitro-glycerine and 
powder employed for blasting” at Stretcher’s Neck . i0 ) There seems 
to be no basis for the relative quantities of these explosives used in 
Big Bend Tunnel. That candles were the main source of light in 
Big Bend is very improbable. Like hand drills, “lard oil and black¬ 
strap” are too well connected with the tunnel to be only incidental 
to its construction. Any concession, however, in quantity or quality 
of materials for lighting added to the darkness or to the general 
foulness of the place, and possibly to both. 

In Big Bend Tunnel the vitiated air, from unusual heat, blasting, 
burning blackstrap, and from other sources, became a serious problem 
f0 . r th , e . engineers of that work and delayed the drilling there “con¬ 
siderably *>) a situation to say the least very harmful to the laborers 
and may have resulted in heavy casualties. 

Blasting was the second great danger to life in Big Bend Tunnel. 

exerri^f Oyi u ent .. of ex P ,osives > even where the greatest care is 
recork handl,n g th em, rarely fails to take its toll. The press 
atrcnk ar th f se , cond half of tile 19th century for users of blasting 
Un lkC ‘ th ° Se of the first 9 uarter of the 20th for aviators. 
The m’ * ni | Ca f xnvder > du nlin, dynamite -- all have their records, 
wai nitre u'\ H d. an gerous explosive used in tunnels during the period 
glycerin 5. ycerin » 50 dangerous in its liquid state that the Nitro- 
Klycerim f. W * S P a8se d in 1869, by which “act the use of nitro- 
k> the ‘y.J.yY s L Was absolutely prohibited, but power was reserved 
nitr<M/iy ccr : ar ^ specially to license any substance having 

- c ' 1,1 a,, y form, as one of its component parts.” 3 *) As 


3 ffjJVi'a#* p - 244 - 

“I , d V 

flieVibV// u dr, »»ndcnl, June I, 
■ r X M» K1/ |nr, 1 (1883), 4U 
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late as 1871 the editors of the Scientific American 
hammering against the general and indiscriminate use of nitrog, 
in the United States, and added that its “black record will u m 
increasing so long as nitro-glycerin is used as a blasting agent-S 
Alfred Bernhard Nobel, Swedish manufacturer of explosives’, 
philanthropist, invented dynamite in his factory at Glasgow, Scotian!? 
in the late sixties, by way of escape from the unavoidable C on 
tingencies upon the indiscriminate use of the liquid material Dar ' 
ticularlv from the results of its poisonous character through actual 
contact with the substance and from the danger of its “liability to 
percolate through fissures in the rock, and to give rise to subsequent 
accidents when the escaped liquid was struck by a pick, perhaps at a 
considerable distance from the original hole.” 21 ) To avoid these 
objections to the use of nitroglycerin, the substance was supplied in 
a frozen form for the miners at Hoosac Tunnel, by G. M. Mowbray, 
an experienced chemist, who manufactured the explosive at the 
tunnel. 25 ) That such precautions were taken against the dangers of 
nitroglycerin in the hands of Negroes “much crowded together” in 
Big Bend Tunnel and elsewhere on the Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad 
seems to lack support from the records of that work. 

Falls of rock present a third great danger to laborers in building 
tunnels. Falls in the tunnels on the Cincinnati and Southern were 
very heavy, from seven tunnels on the line amounting to 8,763 cubic 
yards. 26 ) Board Tree Tunnel on the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad 
in West Virginia is notable in that respect. “The treacherous character 
of the roof of this tunnel led to many accidents from falls ... cost 
many lives, and maimed many of the men. These casualties seemed 
confined more particularly to the miners and laborers.” 27 ) In this 
connection one of the reasons given for the expensiveness of the 
work on the tunnels of that road in West Virginia was the “difficulty 
of maintaining a supply of suitable skilled labor in the face of the 
perpetual risk of life and limb.” 


That Big Bend was equally dangerous, if not more so, can be 
readily shown. The tunnel was constructed through “hard red shale 
crumbling on exposure”. 26 ) A local newspaper states: “On last 
Saturday morning there was a great slide in the West Portal of the 
Great Bend Tunnel. The slide is estimated at 8,000 cubic yards.””) 
The treacherousness of its roof is noted in another report soon af ter 
trams began to pass through Big Bend. “The cars run slowly through 
the tunnel, as rock is constantly falling from the unfinished portion, 
and a few days ago the timbers fell in with such force as to destro) 
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.. v $0) The failure of the timber arch to hoin , 

** Ihinnel was the reason for replacing it with a l roof 

of " ,t ' i" the eighties. »*) g W,th a >>nck arch, 

^addition to tunnel-sidcness, blasting, and falls of rock m 
Hinders faced the steel-driver at Big Bend. A local n* y 
other n « occasion mentions that “two negro men were '? p ? per 

near that place ... Greenbrifr seems toTe fuTo f 
iLs. They are doubtless men who having been paid o f bv the 
0 R. R- are murdered by their companions on *L-’ th 
£ m e, to secure their money.”») The steel-driver might toe bTen 
Sled in pursuit of his white woman in the neighborhood, bv getto 
stabbed in a fight, or possibly in a “drunken brawl” at the funnd 
Although liquor was supposed to be prohibited by contract around 
,he tunnels on the Chesapeake and Ohio, 33) its free'use at Big Bend 
added to the unfavorable circumstances there for safety. Gilpin says 
that he dipped the liquor for the steel-drivers when they opened the 
tunnel from east end to shaft one, and Jenkins says that Captain 
Johnson gave a barrel of liquor when they knocked through the 
heading from shafts two to three. On the occasion Gilpin mentions 
“several parties were severely stabbed ’', 3l ) and one might infer that 
the “p arties ” were intoxicated from something. The occasion Jenkins 
mentions gains favor from “Number two” of “Big Bend Times”. 
Jeff Washington says that “every bunch of grass in the neighborhood 
had a bottle in it”. 35 ) When the “headings between shaft one and 
wo were driven together ... all parties repaired to head quarters 
where a barrel of old Burbon whiskey, was rolled out and a general 
jollification ensued ... Though a few knives and pistols, boney fists 

and strong sinewy arms were flourished we have no casualties to 

report.” *«) 

B fr" amon £ these ignorant Negroes “much crowded together” in 
^ «nd enhanced the dangers to life there, and rendered them much 
“'f.^ely victims of the unexpected explosions in the tunnel and 
iundl rea,en ‘ n 2 roc k above their heads. Americans, white and black, 
u themselves with abandon in such an environment, and >et 
cajualties to report” characterizes the press accounts of the 
i «t Big Bend from first to last. I have failed to find a record 
death inside the tunnel. 

■»! 1* V 1 r * * d ° » i c 11 c , Nov. 2, 1872. ^ . . d B i I w a v 

! u » l ,; Nrl i“ n . »n r h c C h c S a p e .ike a n d O h i o RNn 
J*' thr ‘*lhr rock formation is very hard, but d«m g ^ 

uJ'" 'I mU ‘ h % ° ,hal •“ ,hc tim 5 of thC « found above the 
L, komctimm fifty feet deep, ^ ere mg Bend 

,'* l ! "'i. ^ u ‘ ! * r filler, who lived a tong life the k ^ , < t o r y 

kf - a - '•!!» ii.. ..i . .i.i ....•• I Miller, n 


gyn w l J ’ mm v lin t iv \ » i • 

Judge Miflrr, who lived a long life in 1 
r ‘. ' , M,r lunnrt 4 “deathtrap”. J- M. 
l**ii 0 * * 1 y • P 487. 

J T J,, ■ r r , |» *» 

; * \1 “Ap^cndu**, I, X 


408 


The press of Virginia and West Virginia, wind 
remained silent on casualties in the tunnels of the New iV ' ,f) ParentI v 
was able to give startling number* of deaths from •he co v r.,:'*s 
of tunnels farther away. A local newspaper, publini,. Uc,l( >n 
Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad in West Virginia, carried ti ° n 
list for the Hoosac: “a hundred and thirty-six men have I Casual, y 
by casualties in the course of construction of the tunnel ” > 7 ^'Iled 
newspaper of the state has the following to say of de- tl ^ notb «r 
Ceriis Tunnel: “It has been told that more than I 000 w *V S at ^ 
lost their lives up to 1870; but the guides and directors deT" ,1ave 
not more than fifty or sixty bad been killed outright, thouid <llat 

of others had been seriously wounded ... It is not imn * t ! IUmber 
that ... at least 1,000 men have lost their lives.”:*) The sv > ,le . 
American gives a similar list of deaths for Mt Cenis* "<M f lc 
lives have necessarily been lost during this great work but f , y 
than one would suppose; probably from 600 to 800 in all « t Css 
we have heard from time to time”™) After maki an 

of “government statistics”, a more recent writer says “W, n 
our coal mines more than three times as many per thousand 1 "1 

as are killed in France or Belgium, and nearly three ti mes ^ 
as are killed in Great Britain ... in spite of the fact that 0 ,.. 

of the United States may be more easdy worked a d X 

world than ,hOSe ° f any ° ther coal 'P rot i uc ing country in 

d h angerS t0 ,ife in any Euro P ea " tunnel or coal mine ner 

to show Tha V t erC if reater tHa ? th ° Se in B « Bend would he hard 
to show That a heavy casualty list belongs to the construction of 

an cquTbreTJt^a H-'?" ? foII ,° WS thal . John Henr y had about 

from falls in *h»* i ^ end> ? nd mi Sht have died there from disease, 
rom fall* in the heading, or from one of a dozen other dancers with 

,ha ‘ r °» his end from ^rny^of'these 

common report If h' U1 C ° nfused w ' th that of his drilling-contest in 
‘Wth tiemed l .L * W *.i actua,, y kil,ed in the tunnel, and if l.is 
of others almost * ' 1" IC n,ora * c °* his gang, and eventually that 

r usn '" n '“‘ ‘he event, the management 
t.v attention of ., IUMM 8Uc h •' consummation by way of diverting 
«*- MenrV. d h TT'"'? from the tragic possibilities of the 
t the turn- fi,.. , ' lls way would more likely have occurred 
and Matting in* 11 Wi,s l ' OM, pl l ’ted Hu* dangers from foul aft 

*■ 1 fjriher from n. ,w ' r l K,f,, onately as the work progressed farther 
i from f .|| ... V' anc * ,r ° m the ends of the tunnel. The 
'■•Ml re«J ,^ 1 ,. c . , 'fading became greater and greater as the 
!*•■». of the .Irel.i cx P° ,,urc " had time for disintegration. 

Vrf at this time from any of the tunnel dangers 
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, itisfv the belief of Miller and Cnlpm, two of the 
saD f ' h j S presence at the tunnel, and would not be 
*& es5 £ actual knowledge of either of the other thw 

and the Hednck brothers. His end in the tunnel would 
J^ltr of his ghost, and the confusion of the even" 
th / t ^ driWng-contest m common report would sabsfy popular be* 
0 - death as a result of the contest ^ 

* % recent report Inter*** Co™*r« Coo*^..) 

, the original cost of the Che.apeake and Ohio Railroad with 
° Jcedents and subsidiaries, failed to take into account the’ * ,‘str 
"fp^er in budding the road and mav be reganled ^n ^ 
ZprrZon on the queshon of cfcath, a, B.* Bend J. hn 
wh0 had some responsibility in building the tunnel, « qU ite ~ rt ’ 
Ihat nobody was killed there, and insists that John Henr. vent ,v 
somewhere’'. While the construction of B'g Bend Tunnel w.thoui a 
casualty list can be explained only as a miraculous rirfllif i .hr 
possibility that Henry left the tunnel at some time mbmque < r h,s 
drilling-contest may be considered 

Following his trail from that locality, however, mm 
possible, and actually finding him at best not unlike drawing a 
-perfect hand” in bridge, an enormous uncertainty for the in. 
player. The problem would be sufficiently challenging vvm 

only one John Henry, and he a man of highly Ilf til habits Instead 
tin country is full of men named John Henrv, actual and allegeTand 
they have travelled everywhere, as the second chapter of tSTstadv 

the labor f rs on th < Chesapeake and ( 

.unt F u-H; Py,e ; 5.° ,ltrictor of Huntington, West Virginia, reports 
Chesapeake'' and ^ ***"*" who had a hand m building the 

negro P at the ? h J° Railway, as ‘ confident that there was such a 

He^adds nSn n hv that h J s D name was i° hn Henry Hardy." 
at tunnel savs ih****!?"* ° f Banis u whos€ fathtr * foreman 
0n the Henrv ni hat the ne ^ ro was born at Winchester, Virginia, 

"ho married'in P t d h!! ^ n ’ paSSed . to a man b > thc name of Hardy 
child, and cnm!fi e Henr - V family, and that he was an illegitimate 
l A Will gave h,s name as Williamson - - not Williams.” 
Action eanp<’in ^ r ° L - Vncilbur g» Virginia, “knew all the con- 
^d has this tr. n The , ^° utb 3 quarter of a centurv ago, and hack”, 

The s t y ab ° Ut Henr > : 

^ginia, ^ r *' ers name was John Henry Moody, of Louisa County, 
hur *ty, , nd . aS s ^ VeraI relatives about there now. His paJ was Lewis 
lessee, or frn ad ., a brother named Bob Thurstv, from near Knoxville, 

Henry Ala bama. 

S ***£ S*#h v D * r ** c tramc man. and light red color. He died in Kentucky, 
Kaihoad, or L and N. 

'■> ^ h l‘oT. C ir kr " W *nd <77. 

M * ■ r y » p. 12 fi. 
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I expected some trouble with Henry’s irregular family conn hi 
nt Winchester, but the "several relatives" in Louisa County !?'° n8 
know something about him. Their complete silence, however • ld 
unlike that of his several relatives in Henry County of the sarii S m 
where he is supposed to be John Henry Martin. Henry’s relaL State 
Hardy, Mundy, and Martin may develop into something event?Y° 
but at present it seems rather dubious. He is sufficiently d ff 3 ly ’ 
without such relationships. 

An example of what one may expect to find on the trail of i 
Henry can be shown from investigations in Norfolk, Virginia t i? n 
Negroes with the hero’s name were mentioned as being there at ”*** 
time during the construction of Big Bend Tunnel. The Federal Cp SOniC 
report of 1870 for that city gives the name of a Negro boy ml 8 
Henry, fifteen years old. The local newspaper mentions a John He 
on two different occasions. On the former, "John Henry, negro sea ^ 
on the brig S. P. Brown, charged with mutiny, was turned overYl! 
his captain.” 43 ) On the latter, "John Henry, negro, was arrested lat? 
Tuesday evening upon complaint of another negro named Frank 
Allen, who charged him with stealing a boat belonging to him. Henrv 
denied the theft, and alleged that he borrowed the boat from another 
man During the night he attempted to break out of the watch house 

° ff ° n h ° f thC Planks ' n the bUMk ’ and w, ' th it endeavored to 
force the iron bars across the window, but without success The 

of ty o^ re N° ry °! K° rf M lk and Portsmouth for contains the name 
of one Negro John Henry, and for 1920 two Negroes named lolin 

Henry. Living in Norfolk-Portsmouth in 1927 were tloZroe 

^uth^clrol na J ° hn JT from North Carolina and o^ from 

Wi“ L ro' Jv v *■ the name of J ack Henrv, from King 

"d'^^ U t\X n, wit h T ^HX r an tHrCC ^ ° f «""* 

possibility of a^iuch*! ^ * ,1C name ° f J oh " Henr V indicates the 

in the summer oif igo^T "T Cf !? * hal loca,ity durin S ,he P eriod ' 
named John Henry f ’ f ® 0, on the tn »I *here of an old Negro 
'he "junk houses” ! h J s P rowess ln breaking “old iron” for 

Henrv was confused witMwo othef M f ° Und ‘ hat th ‘ S J ° h " 
'bat immediate section d Ne 5 roes by the same name 

■1 watermelon-catcher in unload! ° f u!. he . m 1ad distin g u i sh ed himself as 

Street The other wa • ‘ d,n ^ i* 53 * 55 .it the docks just below Water 
f or I M. C ash.., N w' brcakin £ old iron on Water Street, 

•nd for M I ( in . * nd Company, and the Eagle Iron Works, 

1 ,lr two Old iron-hn-iLi* !° f<><>< ? f Roanoke Dock, near Water Street. 
f,,r and those they u Y worc * 4n °wn by the people they worked 

".. “Big Hcnry^J-fY by various names, such as “Old 

‘'“•Monally by oihe, and "John Henry”, * nd 

"*• t«. distinguish one from the other. 
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Charlie Shaw, who appeared to be an imnor*, * 

Cashin’s junk yard, made a typical report of the ^ men- 1 " M ' T ‘ 

There were two old men around here who used to hr T"’ 

Both of them were real black men. I call one of them “ P ° ld iron - 

been so long since he worked for us. His name was R ?- ddy ’ “ hasn,t 
know the rest of it. I think he lived over i n Berklev i bUt 1 don,t 

and the other fellow John Henry, but he was bigger than \ ^* 6 J" m Dadd y 
weigh 270 pounds and John Henry about 200. John Henry - He’d 

John Henry has been dead 12 or 15 years He 
belter man than anybody I know of. He could do m "“work.^d^o it 

We used to give him a job breaking up old iron anH h m 
look it over and sit there and think about it and then ^ d S ° ° Ut and 

and not do a lick of work that day. Next' morntag *°,y 
and have it done and be sitting down looking at it a f pleased hef ! ’ 

think he’d hardly begun. He’d look and pla l and he d^’Uose Z Zt 
I have seen him break iron 12 inches thick. He’d knock hit* , 

and anchors all to pieces. He could break more iron it , 8 hee,s 

anybody else in a day. He worked by the job or bv the in° 'T? thart 

knowed him to do any other sort of work 301 never 

He’d always sing about the steel-driver John Henry when he w« 
breaking iron. He was called Old Henry, Big Henry, „ r Black Henry 
well as John Henry, and he said he’d been everywhere 

I don’t know anything about him when he wasn’t around here He’d 

come around about once a month to see if he could get a job ' 

Daddy has left town and gone out in the country to live, and I don’t 

whe'^'h e H- « C J ° hn HCnry W3S 45 ° r 50 When he died - 1 don ’t »<now 
mZ hquor! <°wn here. He died from drinking 

used M whe S n ha t'he d ' Splayeii th f. hammers or hedges these iron-breakers 
Zniv no H h 7 a Were work,n g for M T. Cashin. Daddy’s was a 
3 E r? e ' W i‘ h 3 f<,ur - foot ha "dle; and Henry’s a thirty- 
seventy nr.n^H 3 three-foot handle. T. M. Cashin displayed a 
Henrv used't w,th a three-foot handle, which he claims John 

others on d \v/° t bre l ° d iron for him » hut T. M. Cashin, like several 
Negroni. ; u dtCr . Street » not distinguish between the two old 
Wh . , S references to John Henry, 

iltogethl r f Negro Mr. Shaw characterizes as John Henry is not 
Mnwing ,t !!” , ( e tbe steel-driver of Big Bend fame, his age and his 
1 Hi- , r ' i S . ,(td ' dr ' ver J°hn Henry” seem to bar his identification 
1027, b e *5 1,1,1 John Henr y. When Mr. Shaw made his report, in 
Mr, t ,,l,lte c 'ertain that the iron-breaker was not more than 

I he ,/' a « c ;,t the time of his death. 

■'I ,;r..,|,., r " the steel-driver leads to another example at first 
i// ,,,ls '’ hut ultimately of greater disappointment. In 
l> J * Marker**) “investigated pretty thoroughly among 

t *’ Albju^ ty 
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the older employees of the Chesapeake and Ohio” who w 
living in St. Albans, West Virginia, “to ascertain the reality of '* the n 
Henry”. Mr. Barker writes: 3 1 a John 

There is a Jeff Washington here now who is quite a p ers 
connection with early employees of the C. and O. Ry. j e ff i e ft hj " age in 
near Charlottesville at the age of 18 years and, together with Joh^ 1 - 1 ' 
who was a few years his senior, employed themselves to a C. and ( 3 °^ 
tractor, a Mr. Johnson, who was clearing away the timber from the n C ° n ' 
right-of-way at White Sulphur Springs, W. Va. ro Posed 

This was about 1868, and Jeff continued without break or blem h 
the employ of the C. and O. for 50 years. He is now on the retired i-'" 
of the C. and O. at a comfortable salary ... ,st 

Jeff said that John Henry lived at the little town of Keswick just e 
of Charlottesville and has a sister who now lives in Charlottesville He ] 
says that there was a John Hardy who worked with them in the Big Bend 
tunnel. John Hardy died while they worked at the Big Bend, and Joh 
Henry died while they worked at the Lewis Tunnel. * n 

In my conversation with Capt. Mallory, who also worked for the C & 
O. then and until he reached his retiring age, said that while he could not 
positively identify John Henry as having worked at this particular place and 
time, he recalled having heard his men, who worked under him, sing that 
song, ‘You killed John Henry, but you won’t kill me.* 

The Captain also recalled that it was here at these places where the 
Burley Diamond Drill was first used and with steam power. 

The story as related to me by Frank Crosby was that this man John 
Henry and his helper had become expert with the hammer and drill, and 
they chaHenged the steam driller for a contest hole, in which John Henry 
and his helper won out, but John Henry lost his life. John Henry was six 
feet tall, yellow, and powerful physically. 

in a ^° me *' me a ^° Charleston Daily Mail, in one of its Sunday issues, 
Inh a H Ce ° n the early history of W. Va. denied that there really was 
" H r" h0 h3d W ° rked for theCso at the Big Bend tunnel. 

C * n in 4 ^ S 3nd ^ ran h Cosby, both of whom worked for the 

a John Henry lg at tke time °* its cons truction, say that there was 

Was hi no-ton , mo " ths after getting this report, 1 visited Jeff 

“come and 00 ” * horT ? e » a ver y oId man whose mind seemed to 
Bend affair/ h..t . ;ccas,onal, y he was seemingly reticent about Big 

XSS2*£J5 r hI most part ‘ aIked rath - ^ and a1 ,im r 

save money because ti rern embered the tunnel as a good place to 

>t for, but later stated thft nT n ° thmg in the neighborhood to spend 
*11 the money ti.J i. thc y° l, nger men, including himself, wasted 

•» 'hr "'•'(ihlLh.^l hid a"b,',tii" d i n ai j t d ' d ' ha ‘ b "" Ch °' ^ 

’ < .haidoiteavi'lle 'v!',' °, f * oin i w '<h John Henry from Keswidh 
I'd V,™". H, ' r “ "!?• Wlirk o" »he Chesapeake and Ohio 

'he road near Wl,n, " V't* hc anU Mcnr V first worked “bushing 

1 Sulphur Springs, then in Lewis Tunnel near 


near 

West 
the road 
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, h „rc and eventually went farther west to , 

Henry kept a piece of ribbon tied on the handl^ofV *% 
that nobody could get it off. He described Henrv harnm er. and 
$ average height, and we.ght about 160 poi 5 £ a > not r «l black. 
j d not see a steam drill on the road, and that he kn S3 ' d that hc 
Henrv’s drilling-contest. He was certain that he knew noth 'ng of 
5' of the steel-driver at Big Bend, ft -ht 

Henrv or heard anything from him since they L f ha \ not seen 
tunnel. He remembered hearing at Big Bend abou? +H° gether in the 
ompleted that Henry had been killed there and hfe S* " Was 
the big AH- He seemed very anxious to be renorteH ’ thrown >nto 

the storv of Henry’s burial. Yet he explained ?h at 
V vere killed in the tunnel and buried anywhere around th* 3 *." 1 *™ 
Jeff Washington made no reference to John Hard^in^- 
account of John Henry. Then I inquired of his acauSn ?^ 1 " 8 th ' S 
Hardy at Big Bend. He answered that he had never TeenH ^h W,th 
the road or elsewhere, but that he had heard of him L iter °' 1 

he used the name Hardy two or three times for that of ’ h? "’ 

speaking of the steel-driver, seemingly a clear Zt « 
wo names after Hardy had been mentioned. He recalled haring helrt 
of the article which Mr. Barker read m the Charleston Daily Mad 
and which on the authority of hearsay had substituted the name lohn 
Hardy for that of John Henry as the famous steel-driver at Bie Bend 
Tunnel. In all probability the name Hardy was brought into the 
conversation Mr. Barker had with Jeff Washington soon after the 
article appeared, resulting in the incorrect report the former made 
from the latter of Henry’s and Hardy’s death. 

While John Henry seems not to have a sister living in Charlottes¬ 
ville, Jeff Washington’s account of Henry’s connections there offers 
something definite for further inquiries. There are three Negro families 
by the name of Henry in the section, with five members named John 
Henry: one family with three now living who are descendants of 
Adam Henry, a slave of Garrett White, of North Garden, ten miles 
from Charlottesville; another family with two, father and son, who 
were slaves of Professor John Staige Davis, of the University of 
cUmT' 3 t he " rst .three were not old enough to help build the 
flftv ,r ' , an , d Ohio across West Virginia. The other two were 
. irt and thirty-one respectively when the road was begun in 1870. 

r * r . e *J amc5 » “) °f Keswick, who talked volumes about slavery 

; ,V|1 w *r times, says: 

hr*iby ant * Mtnr -V were friends in tunnels and other work. 

v ' ! lr ' iVr k,f H in the Catskil! Mountains to bring water into 

I 

•* f^V r i,,,, unr,c who lived at Whitehall, New York State, and 
'* * ,>lj " f, Khi where the water tunnel was made, and she 

pul in h<*r hou«r Uncle lived in Whitehall, and was 




h*4.arcj , a Au4*, 1939 
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Uncle was named John Henry after his father W h ?5 

His mother was named Judy Henry. She had one son „a°r *** John H Cn 
and he was my father, and then she married lohn h Cd Cllar, es |, m ry ’ 
John Henry. Uncle John Henry was bound to Profe^n **5 had a son 
University of Virginia, and his mother was too Davis in , h 

Uncle worked on the C and O Railroad, and I did to 
building it, a long time before he went to Whitehall °’ h" they 
Bend Tunnel, but he won’t the great steel-driver there ’ tu. Was at Bi P 
got killed. I didn’t see him when I was there, but Dick m J ° hn He "ry 
Reasby did. They said that John Henry was a great X.TJ* 3nd N °ah 
Bend, and talked about him as long as they lived. They both h T' at Bi 8 
years ago here near Keswick. tb dled about ten 

Although Mr. James was certain that his Uncle lohn h 
not the great steel-driver at Big Bend, the statement S? * L Cnry Was 
on the Chesapeake and Ohio in West Virginia made 1^- h<? Worked 
at WhitehaU necessary, and a letter to Mr H E s ,'”' 5 '**" 
Historical Society of Whitehall, brought the following an^er' "" 

follows y ,nterV ' eWed ,he daUghterS 0f J° h " L. Henry and f„ u „ d Js 

visi J h Lr h e ea abo°u, Whi * ha "' b “' ** W, 

husband she had a son Charles .Tmes and “a “ ' Wice ' ^ 

she j a o d hn Jo L hn H L e':; s r^Toi^r, ; h ° 

blactomfth ^ 

Later he became the body servant of l 3 Confedl!ra te arsenal, 

brought him to Whitehall on hi' ,C . Ut ' Wm> Bovd of this ‘own who 
here from .867 until h Lth ZT “ ,S65 ‘ He WOrked at his trade 
1 knew him well. He always shod COnsidered , the best in town, 

in his line which we had H P . , 1 ^ hor ^ es and did any other work 
Methodist Church and was a aZT Wlth . his farni, y» a member of the 
respected. *' ‘ g d man ,n evei 7 way and was highly 

J'nett Jackson BaHimor^'In^ther'hL^h*' 'TZ’ daughter of Geor ^ e and 
... - v had the following children: 

M r, etta B. b . May 17, 1868 

Oeorgiana h' a° V ' Z,’ 1870 d ' June ,0 ’ 1S8 ° 

Isabella V b N| Ug ‘ Z' 1874 d ‘ - ,anuar >' 7 » 1894 

Rnh,r . • b ' NoV - 24 > 1878 

Marietta (Matey) and^belt i r P !| Z’t ^ d ‘ March 3() - 1882 

*® 7 Both ate cripples * ° ,vc ln the family homestead, purchased 

Mr'jame, 0 , 1 "** Wa ‘ Criys< ™ s ° hr north ... 

, S>W Y °rk, but Mr SuHiv^m V Was at Big Bend before going to 
[ * u > r ' «»»** tunnel was h,m out of the South five years 

°onftJ«K»n by wr.tim/ i M *4 1 H * vc, °P"»ents from trying to clear up 
* ‘ P"”K of |«, HJ . « letters resulted in a trip to Whitehall in 

’■cioud to Keswick in the summer following- 
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and drink occasionally, but never seen gambling or drunk- 
occasion to forget his domestic obligations, but not in any ’ w !: ,° n 
would characterize him as lacking real manliness. His associates 
largely white people, and they held him in high esteem from*? 
time of his arrival in Whitehall. He was “never ugly or boisteroi >> 
and after joining the church he always spoke of the devil as “m ’ 
Satan”. He had “good manners”, although he never learned to writ 
and his letters were always written by some member of his f am '[ e ’ 
Henry was in the habit of singing as he worked in the shoD J u 
songs as “Old Black Joe” and “Shoo Fly”. He often chanted “tune’’ 
to his hammer and anvil, and was greatly attached to them. S 
His younger daughter remembered that he spoke of working on 
the railroad at some time, but knew nothing definite about the matter 
but they both insisted that he did not work on any road in the South 
after going to Whitehall in 1865. The older was less than two years 
of age when Big Bend Tunnel was begun, and the younger was born 
six years after its completion. The former can not be considered an 
authority on the activities of her father while she was only two or 
three years old, and hardly better than the latter who can report 
only hearsay for the early seventies. Their lack of definite knowledge 
even from hearsay reports in the family, of their father during the 
seventies and eighties, as well as his earlier life, no doubt because 
ot his reticence about such matters, makes possible his consideration 

as the original John Henry. Several definite connections seem to 
exist between the two. 


e\ 0 h?ln f ° U fx da w / gh o er !’ the second was named Jul'a, born about 
of*— T fter Johnson sot the contract for the construction 

two l! ^»f7 U T I ^ and ! he third was named Georgians born about 
Z Ya lad Inw f tl T el was built - ,n a *>out of the texts of 
babv The ‘<f.i ■? | nn a PP ears as *he steel-driver's wife, woman, or 
tunne, to driven l f [° m Which the ^eel-driver is iaken to the 

dead mav be a ° . °. whlc {? a ^ er the contest he is taken injured or 
at the tfme MorZ ,0n . ° f WhitehaII > «ie home of John L Henry 
he worked in his sh er ’ u- S Sln £‘ n £ “Shoo Fly” and other tunes as 
“good manners” assn’ • J S attac l lment to his hammer and anvil, his 
lack of ability to write ''til" Wltl \ white peo P ,e > superior strength, 
rcfxjrts for the original loh^H? keep,ng with the direct and popu J ar 
Bend, associated with wife ” V’ W *° San g “ Sho ° F1 >” at Blg 
write letters for him to hf« ^ P , e ’ and got the Gil P in fami, - v t0 
confusion with New YorL S . ; ani| l^ j n North Carolina, possibly a 
contacts at the tunnel ^ Mr f>-, rCqUired “good manners” for his 
the tort, echoed in thV h ’ G'lpm represents him, and something 
to the belief m the trre it ,!!!''! tradition, almost certainly contributed 
,0 ° good for anything ‘ riVcr as a good man, not infrequently 

connection* would be l " nse Quence. Doubtlessly such apparent 
Math sufficient for the identification of Chaucer’s 


^hen Big 
°*»e year* old 


Bend wa, begun 
weight around 170 


m 1870, John L. Hcnrv was thirty- 
pounds, height about five feet eight 
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inches, and almost black. At Ins home I was able to a u 
made about 1870, of him in his “Sunday clothes” g , r photo 2 ra P h » 
copv of it to Mr. Oilpin and the Hedrick brothers for their'^ es . ented a 
S him as the steel-driver. After careful examinatioj th Jv 
(hat it was not altogether unlike the Negro they knew at^thl ? gree , d 
but only his face and hands were exposed in the photop^n^™^ 
they remembered him most distinctly as a man of energy & a man 3 nf 
action, with full chest and muscled arms and shoulders^ Besides hi 
was not quite tall enough for Mr. Gilpin and George Hed i^ ’and 
slightly too stout for John Hedrick. The writer then sought the 
opinion of Jeff Washington, who gave it with little more than a 
glance at the photograph. The feet seemed to amuse him and vet 
they are very good Negro feet, as good or better than Jeff’s own 
Nevertheless, he was certain that they were not the feet of the John 
Henry he knew on the Chesapeake and Ohio. 

the identification, therefore, of John L. Henry as the steel-driver 
would no longer seem possible, although his trail promised a great 
deal. The wise thing, perhaps, for the investigator was to accept from 
the first the report of Charles James, that his uncle was not the man; 
but the existence of the criminal element in the Henry tradition led 
to the suspicion that the whole story had not been told. The failure 
of Mr. James to remember a proper amount of detail about the 
career of his uncle, along with his history in full of the Civil War, 
idded weight in that direction. But this trail, like that followed earlier 
at Norfolk, leads only to disappointment; and the testimony of Charles 
James for the steel-driver may be placed among the popular reports 
of the second chapter of this study, and, after a necessary explanation, 
that of Jeff Washington may be placed among the direct testimony of 
the third chapter. 

‘ v -? ■ little chagrined at the failure of Jeff Washington to consider 
'*« photograph in a more serious manner, I took pains to remind 
that John L. Henry seemed to be the only member of the Henry 
around Keswick, or in the larger Charlottesville district, 
c, -uld qualify as the steel-driver, and that he did not have a sister 
°* Tf elsewhere. Jeff continued his good-natured attitude, and 
•^*21 • •.h;ft*d ground in two important particulars. Instead of repea- 
hil r *rln r report of first coming in contact with John Henry a 
< <>" the Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad about ten miles 

* "I r hark.it, ,|lc. he stated that he first knew the steel-drive 
; dr,*,! on lhc namc road about ten miles west of CbaHottes 
, "|>U.nr,l that Henry’s sister lived, not in Chadotte^ , 

‘ " «hr r.dgr of the mountains above Hmton.^t 

' in .t mil may have no 1 ' ’ (|r . 

/ ‘ ^ ly igwfioint. in that Jcfl placed the «jjti 1 lin ., 

ib M^ nh. 1 , the ttrrl-ln\. I • while woman lived. ^ 

-U. aI .d o llp ,n At the time the tunnel . 

r t *** ’•"« • Negro coimminitv, and in 'll l»‘ • one 

"ZL""’* .. -ml Henry’, while 

ui ii Jett i«,ti] mure than he meant to. Hi* 




John ki *ybcrn Zicrold 


therefore, at my failure to find Henry’s sister in . 
obvious. °” e svin e s 

The trails of John Henry have brought unsatisf 
and the question of what became of him is still nor aCtor >' re< 
leaving the Big Bend neighborhood was certainly not ! nsvvere d. 
a brass band, and it is very doubtful that he left t the 
about an equal chance to go or stay. The fear of »,• aI1 ' 
tunnel and the wide popular belief in his death there' 5 8 ?? St in 
at best was only a gambling possibility, may be es 

some value to the ballad record of the event. FortunXi. V s ,en 
of the career of John Henry is not necessary for an' a U*"** 
question of h.s existence and the reality of his drilling contest 








THE JOHN HENRY HAMMER SONG 

A 

Mrs. Sidney Wilson, Minnehaha Springs W 
Wilson obtained this version from her brother, a man well'ac • ^ rs - 
construction camps in the South. fainted with 

This old hammer, - - huh, 

Killed John Henry,--huh; 

This old hammer, - - huh, 

Killed John Henry, - - huh; 

This old hammer, - - huh, 

Killed John Henry, - - huh; 

Killed him dead,--huh. 

Ain't no hammer, - - huh, 

In these mountains, - - huh; 

Ain't no hammer, - - huh, 

In these mountains,--huh; 

Ain’t no hammer, - - huh, 

In these mountains, - - huh; 

Rings like mine,--huh. 

Take this hammer,--huh, 

And give it to the walker, - - huh 
Take this hammer, -- huh, 

And give it to the walker, - - huh 
Take this hammer,--huh, 

And give it to the walker,--huh 
For I’m goin’ home,--huh. 

I told Hattie, - - huh, 

To whip-a those children,--huh; 

1 told Hattie,--huh, 

To whip-a those children, -- huh; 

I told Hattie,--huh, 
lo whip, a those children,--huh; 

Make 'cm mind,--huh. 

'Cause the penitentiary, -• huh, 

[• full o’ people,--huh; 

Cause the penitentiary, - • huh, 

I* lull o’ people,.. huh; 

( auae the penitentiary, • - huh, 

•* full o' |>eople,. . huh; 

Wuo't ratted right,., huh 


7 




JOHN HENRY ON THE CHESAPF fl „ 
AND OHIO RAILWAY 

A factual basis for the Henry tradition on the Ch 
Ohio Railroad in West Virginia required the emplo . ,esa P e ak e 
Ial>or and machinery together, if not continuously a t Ip' ment of h an d 
in its construction from 1870 to 1873. If rock-driljj ^ ° n occas*^ 
was done altogether by hand drills or altogether by ° n tfle r° n ’ 
chance for a conflict between the two kinds of work k! eani drills ° a(1 
tradition can have no real basis there. That the oddo^,, -* ed ’ a nd 
for such a conflict did actually exist has more than lea *!?*» h ow e ,p 
In the second half of the 19th century hand labtfr wi? SU PPort 
widely in tunnelling, and in some cases the hand A n em Plo VPf . 
exclusively.') Steam drills came into fairly general Was 22 

quarter of the century, particularly in heavy tunnelling bot'u ,he thiro 
and America. On the Mt. Cenis Tunnel they wereput.n Eu ™P« 
full during 1861 ’, and remained to the completion of th T Work in 
years later. =) Their next successful use was in the tUnnel ten 
where the Burleigh drills were introduced in 866 n Tu »«l 

were introduced into the Nesquehoning Tunnel with m u”, 870 «»> 
From 1872 to 1S75 the Ingersoll drills were employed ! ^ suc «ss,. 
compressors successfuHy in building the MuTonetco^ r 6 Burl 'igh 
About this date hand drills and steam drills i? Tunne >. s ) 8 
on several lines. Notable among these "as her br ° u e ht to «rther 
with twenty-six important tunnels In L , Clnclnna ti Southern 
used in the heading, and in other on Th °l them hand dnlls w e 7e 
' team drills. 6 ) In actual practice of coursf^ Sl,ppleme nted by 

* ere employed together wherever the X ’ !° types of drilling 

tunnelling during its period of dev^nmenT a h f WaS <ried out 
Their use together on the rhTJ P f *’ a haIf -<*ntury or more 

a I8 /“ a " d ,873 ' - shown b y aP the f eT: d ° hi0 ’ at some time 

d f ),d,er of the Confederacy who • . *5? test,m ony of L. W. Hill 
^.around as “Dad” among 


-.road ,oTd a a W ^ b V tter 

!T!T h ! made his r 'P°rt in Sp^tar^T’ Where he WaS 

^""'vUt^ *>* and Canada, ,874-70, and 
tuaoelv, budt i„ n |Si l, .i“ 1 8. JRp. 976? “ 


Th 


: tiSSimSE&Eft* fen 

• i 11 i . 1 " II 

4. 

1 r . VII 11 ;rr iT-r«i 8c Musconetcong Tunnel 
906 It. 'June 5, 1875), 328 ft. 


; d ■ P. i«v p 110 
T —.Hi 0 .;:;" 
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conductor 35 years on a freight train on th 
nton and Clifton Forge. I am now retired 
C and O. 

, ne of my eyes hurt by a piece of rock fly 
build Lewis Tunnel, which is not far froi 
here on the C and O Railroad. I have be 
jnce, but I lost the sight of my best eye 


a "d O Riil roa j 
and on the pension 

lg J. n H whcn 1 was 
1 Big Bend Tunnel 
n troubled with my 
first, and now I can 

“”“a Ile.m drill was used for a while in building Lewis Tunnel and I 
. ,he slationary engine that furnished steam for it. The drill eiuld he 
on a bench only, and was not a success there, and it gave * * 

,te hand drills. Later I ran the stat.onary engine for lifting rocks in ,h° 

ft and pumping water 

' m one way or another many people were killed in building Lewis 
runnel: many were killed from careless blasting. There was a graveyard 
built there along with the tunnel, and one in Big Bend Tunnel too 

Bob Jones was the best steel-driver in Lewis Tunnel, but not much 
better than some of the others in there with him. They usually sang a 
song they had composed on their work, or the foremen, or some ‘loose 1 

women around the camps. They called one of them Liza Dooley, and 

made a song on her. 

This report of the hand drill as the important tool at Lewis Tunnel 
puts the type of drilling there in line with that employed generally 
on the road. A newspaper of the state gives “from Big Sandy to 
\Thite Sulphur, a distance of at least 200 miles, the clink of the 
drill-hammer ... heard from early in the morn to eve.” 7 ) The 
published official records of the road make no exception to the 
general use of hand labor in that work. 8 ) 

Mr. Hill’s connection with machine-drilling on the road is highly 
affsificant. With the steam drill established in tunnelling by 1870, 
the general airing of its marvels in engineering journals and local 
«w*papm,») those responsible for the extension of the Chesapeake 
l ~- Oho across West Virginia could not escape giving it a trial. The 
of Stanley, the contractor of Hoosac Tunnel, that the expense 
• there would have been “fully three times the cost 

__ y^ frdrillmg”, lfl ) and Hoosac Tunnel was well on toward 
by 1870, could not be ignored by the Chesapeake and Ohio 
yi bonds were being told on Wall Street 11 ) Their report 
® u * of all up-to-date methods: 

want of trained mechanical labor at that time in the 
” T* (tWa<1 experience upon the work of the several line* 
■ eaatoe CbcMpeake and Ohio cannot he aaid to have departed 


a.1 lixaiaal. W Va . Marc 
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materially from the routine of construction of other first— ^ 

roads of the same period. ,s ) s ' c as s 

Everything favored the introduction of steam drills 
between 1870 and 1873. Through the development of th ° n tlle r °ad 
system at Mt. Cenis Tunnel, their successful use in / ^P^or 
been noted in Europe for nine years. They had been nneIli ng ^ 


system at Mt. t^ems i unnei, tneir successful use i n tu . P^ssor 
been noted in Europe for nine years. They had been used "vS/ 8 h ad 
success for four years in the Hoosac Tunnel of Massa'h lth ma rketl 
had just been introduced with great promise into the \ 1USetts > and 
Tunnel. They were therefore a necessary part of the e esqueh oning 
building first-class mountain roads of that period. qui P m ent for 
That steam drills were actually used at Lewis Tunnel 
by Mr. Hill, is shown by newspaper accounts during 187i’ *i S report ed 
of that year, the Richmond Dispatch noted that “at ?J anUar y 
tunnel, or Jerry's run, the contractors have put the ; .. Lewi s 

operation". 13 ) In November following, Charles Nordhoff ? nls 1,1 
editor of the New York Post, who at the time was ’ 
trip along the Chesapeake and Ohio across West Virginia a 

a series of letters on the progress of work on the mad "l™ 1 " 8 
to Lewis Tunnel “in which several of Burleigh’s drills are at 
These records cover a period of practically nine months k ' U) 
Both types of tunnelling, then, were employed together on 
road between 1870 and 1873, thus satisfying the maioV the 
of a factual basis for the Henry tradition in its construction^?!;"! 
innovations of this sort among hand labor would be followed h 
dr. ling-contests between the old and the new was the thing to 
That such a contest, the basic episode of “John Hen/” arS' 
took place as celebrated in popular report has everv 2 y 

= - 

seem to be in error- but he +L * nine months > Mr. Hill would 

that work, that they failed- / e Support of the chief engineer of 

Wed in the Burle * h r0ck - dri " 

establishes Mr. Hill who h»H f £ > This stat ement not only 

throws damaging light on th/2 tCStin S the machine - but 
mentioned in the Rirhrr he assumption that the steam drills 
work at the tunnel in DlSp “ ,ch having been put to 

by Nordhoff i n November ton W * re the BurIei gh drills referred to 
several steam drills were ev ? win &> and favors the inference that 

WCre ex P erirn ented with at Lewis Tunnel, those 
I;] TjnneHing, „ ^ 

aJ? ra th ° " d D i s p a t c h is in conflict with 

i; t C n T; ,uc ' 10 : on Lcw.s tZTM'™ dri,,s were first introduced 

ulY/J ¥ ! ,Or. Johnaon ™«Ve s ?„ h ‘* ,l0r par ' “ f A P"I. '871.” J»h” 

brrn t * c P° r ** from their «nui. 1 b,s nex * paragraph that the C and 0 
‘/ , N , ; y w l by f,rc ' CrS UMd contract ors of this period have 

f T “"nelllng, 1 r 'bunc, Nov. 8, 1871. 
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lanuary and November, and possibly in April, and very 

■rs"before and *****jMbMty was tried out 
P"tf follows that the stc “ m and B ig Bend, the largest tunnel 
1 ' tlu- road at me * T . . Buz Bend 


was diff ' rC "'oS , ed from the machine, with the promise of a larger 

Sber of ^"e n nta S ry ad pToof n for^he steam drill a, Big Bend 
So-called d • t jh e on |y possible reference of the sort 

Tunnel seems not ^ Qf the work there about the time the 

known “ppcar .. UnaVO idable contingencies, such as foul air, 

tunn , el W nf machinery, &c., have delayed this part of the work con- 
That breaking of machinery” can have such value is 
sidcrably. ; |t WQU | d mcan too great reliance on the steam drill 
very doubtf . facts In the absence of anything better for 

JJ understanding of the circumstances at Big Bend, testimonial data 

mUS Neal a l/5ilert' w ) son of Andrew Jackson Miller, a native of the 
community lives about a mile up Hungart’s Creek, which joins/Green¬ 
brier River’at the east end of Big Bend Tunnel. He was a member of 
a large family. Three of his brothers “followed” the railroad. Two 
are on the Norfolk and Western, one an engineer and the other a 
painter. The third was an engineer on the Chesapeake and Ohio 
Railway, and a few years ago “his train almost smothered him to 
death in Big Bend Tunnel,” with the result that he died about four 
months later. In his neighborhood Neal Miller is regarded as having 
a good memory and being honest. 

Mr. Miller says that he worked in Big Bend “off and on”, 
carrying water and steel for the workmen, and knew John Henry there. 

I saw John Henry drive steel in Big Bend Tunnel. He was a great 
si nger, and always singing some old song when he was driving steel. He 
Jf? 3 ^k, rawboned man, 30 years old, 6 feet high, and weighed near 
Wer . P ° Ur ! S j C 3nd 1>hil Henderson, another big Negro, but not so high, 
P ls and said that they were from North Carolina. 

the contest'l-Ih 80 !! turned the steel for John Henry when he drove in 
Henry beat the . " StCam driU at the east end of the tu "nel. John 
ind >o«t tim,. ' ° 3m dr,U because lt g Qt hung in the seam of the rock 

* th * r K« ol th^woi* 0 '''I Wl<h h ' S wife at our home » was th e foreman 

'»n the outside of the tunnel where John Henry 
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beat the steam drill, and Mike Breen was the foreman on th 
the tunnel there. e '"Md* ^ 

The steam drill was brought to Big Bend Tunnel as a 
and failed because it stayed broke all the time, or hung up" eXperi, «ent 
and it could be used only on bench drill anyway. It was b ^ ^ r oclc’ 
east end of the tunnel when work first commenced there, a^ 8 * 11 to th « 
carried in the tunnel. It was thrown aside, and the engine’ w as t '? aS nev er 
it and carried to shaft number one, where it took the pl aC e fr °m 

of horses that pulled the bucket up in the shaft with a wind! ° f 3 team 

John Henry used to go up Hungart’s Creek to see a whi^' 

--or almost white. Sometimes this woman would go down to' th W ° man > 
to get John Henry, and they went back together. She was°- i| tUnnel 
Henry’s woman ’round the camps. ‘-ailed John 

John Henry didn’t die from getting too hot in the contest • 
steam drill, like you say. He drove in the heading a i oncr the 

that. But he was later killed in the tunnel, but I didn’t see h'^ . after 
He couldn’t go away from the tunnel without letting his fri P 'h V’ led 
about it, and his woman stayed ’round long after he disatmJr k " 0W 
He was killed all right, and I know the time. The bo y T’ r o ^ 
tunnel told me that he was killed from a blast of rock in’ tiJT ^ 
and he was put in a box with another Negro and buried u. 6 ' 

the big fill at the east end of the tunnel A let,/ Under 

m ‘he tunnel was put under the big fill about the same time g ° tk,lled 

The bosses at the tunnel were afraid the death of Inhn h 
cause trouble among the Negroes, and they often got rid dttdV° Uld 
in some way like that. All the Negroes left the , Negroes 

go in it for several days Some of them - ^ * nd wouldn ’t 

they’ve got the notionThey can sti l he" Th 5° ” ? ■ T be ““* 

there^ He’s a regular ghost" ’round L p^ ^ ^ 

drill stayUd'tkere awhilTat TT 'T dr ° Ve With the steam 

railroad bed was widened for dnnhlT C f? ° f thC tunnel > but wh en the 

The H d • , double-tracking they destroyed them, so) 

three were living wit^ their * seventee n> and John, twenty- 

^'g Bend when work berran ^ Wltbln a ^ ew hundred yards of 

while it was under construction p tunnel ln 1870 » and remained there 
,ast fev v years John has liv^d .9 e< ?^ e *‘ ves there, but for the 
t'ght miles west of the tunnel ai^ b ' S dau £ hter>s family in Hinton, 

‘Th W r around* 1 where d th, "° ^ in the tUnne1 ’ buf that 

M W J* ^°' ng ° n ”: * bC men WerC WOr * c » and kneW 

in building if | T survt ‘y the tunnel and had charge of 
w he »fr am dnll *. f M saw John Henry drive steel out there. 

’ " tbL 'y bought it t„ cas t end of the tunnel, 

Mb i< 


--I-'. 1925. 

" ' maUc m Y first trio to thr 


was obtain' 
/'«*.. out The latter w ; 
ma<lc m X f'rst trip to the tunnel in 1« 
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. . didn’t see John Henry when he drove in the contest with • 

bu< t r ight after. My brother saw it. th lt - I heard 

' b ° U Mv memory is Phi! Henderson and John Henry drove to^m 

fhc steam drill. That was the usual way of driving steel if 5*! * gainst 

, saw John Henry drive steel. He was black and 6 feet hi c hJ” nneL 

oh ). and weighed 200 or a little more. He could stag as welf 

«u.d drive steel aud was always smgmg when he was m the 

•Can’t you drive her,--nun. 

The Hedrick brothers are sober men of good practical sense and 
judgement. George is about six feet tall, stands erect, and weighs 
Uund two hundred pounds, and must have been a superior man forty 
years ago. John is not quite so tall, but has a larger frame and muscle 
He was twenty-three when the tunnel was begun, and was un¬ 
questionably well fitted for a responsible job among the ganas there 
He speaks with the authority of a tunnel boss: 

I was manager of the wood-work in putting through Big Bend Tunnel, 
and built the shanties for the Negroes there in the camp. The first work 
at Big Bend Tunnel was making the survey, and I helped with that. Then 
men came to put down the shafts, and took rock from them 50 feet down 
to send away for contractors to examine when they were making contracts 
for the work on the tunnel. Menifee put down the first shaft. When he 
came 1 went with him to help him find the place. 1 worked there till 
the tunnel was all completed. 

I knew John Henry. He was a yaller-complected, stout, healthy fellow 
from down in Virginia. He was about 30 years old, and weighed 160 
or 170 pounds. He was 5 feet 8 inches tall, not over that. 

He drove steel with a steam drill at the east end, on the inside of 
the tunnel not far from the end. He was working under Foreman Steele, 
and he beat the steam drill too. The steam drill got hung up, but John 
Henry was beating him all the time. I didn’t see the contest, because it 
Wi > on the inside of the tunnel, and not very many could get in there. 

I was taking up timber, and heard him singing and driving, and he was 
bating him too. 

John Henry stayed ’round the tunnel a year or two, then went away 
Kxnewhere. I don’t remember when he left. He had a big blac e ow 

* " him that drove steel, but he couldn’t drive like John Henry. 

J° ha Henry was there 12 months after the contest. 1 know. e 

w * ,e0 the hole was opened between shaft 1 and 2. enry ‘ 

' ' u h ' ,|r through, and then climbed through it. He was a 
‘ • * • t:.r watch that Johnson offered for the first man o g . 

* shaft 2. and people on the other side pulled h.m through 

Ki,,d - Bi f 

,h * *" d dicd ,rom f ° “ 

» '• I in..I,--, i, ul nonf in Big Bend. oopular or 

. i . "‘ire witnriftc* »r* giving direct testimony. rep0 si- 

> «. They are not h,ll ,.l m,,- • -'ul M m 


’) A 


oa the lute a abort iliatancc west 


ol Bin Bed Tunnel. 
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tories of oral traditions, but represent the stable citi/ e 
servative community. In a court or forum of that localitv* ° f a c on 
e the support of good character and general the >' wZ' 


servant c whuhuuhj. ... « iuium or tnat localitv a c on 

have the support of good character and general reliabilit - y w ouid 
of dispute coming under their observation. y ln matted 

•*•1 a a-_If- • - 


- "VJ 

The explanation Mr. Miller makes of the steam drill 
and the subsequent use of the engine from it recalls 5 ig Bend 
periences with the machine at Lewis Tunnel. His ac * ^’ s e *- 
Henry's death and burial is of a hearsay character T-iT, 0 * J°hn 
the value of a report at the time. He is not alone’in m v ° nl ) 
report, however, and his account of the tragic tone of th i 8 lhi * 
seem more real eventually. Mr. Miller is no apologist a C 4 Place wil1 
worshipper, for John Henry or anybody else, as his testim 00 he,x >- 
cates. He has the characteristic mountaineer attitude lndi ' 
Negro, and regards the famous steel-driver as rather - OWard the 
another Negro’’, superior of course and able to claim h? US ’ “ just 

when he wa< nrecent hut romomknrr +U-* l_ n ‘S WoiTiari 


, . , - agnt £1UiC lo ciarni his 

when he was present, but remembers that he was not alwavo 0141 

His reference to Henry’s woman as “almost white” was l \ present 
tionarv after-thoncyht to tem npr Wd!> ou t a cau 


. . - ' aiiuvai wnue was hilt « 

tionary atter-thought to temper the blow “white woman” f Cau 
moment, and has no other value in his report Later he t m ^ ,h 
fully about the woman, whom he knew for several yel s She T 
in a little house about two miles up Hungart’s Creek* a^d l,v ? 
long trips visiting construction camps, usually of miners 
railroad. Confirmation of this account may be had Tmm r , tl " 
previously mentioned, who remembers hS house he L Sco " 

and the man who “s’tood her”Tt Big tnd Tunnel .T™ ““ 

- • huh ?”* S George^Hedrick makes^^* ■“ Can ’‘ ■» 

with the steel-drivers at the tunnel S °°? ? aim for hls acquaintance 

memory. A few months a ter B g St** COr ? ctne88 ° f his 

- _ Iler bl £ was completed, the line 


?lie cS u °/tv N at 8 Jhe s ' aV “ in Monroe County, wl 

t.er'.jinu m the ‘bighouse’ looked Hr, the tim ,f tbe tun nel was begun: “ 
; f ; d beId servants looked down ^nth/* ° n th f field hands ’ but both ho 
V C ° U n ty ’ p 185 ff. POOr C,aSS of whitei.” A His to 

ISlTJ.ll W* wdef^-'bngH muhHn UV ‘ ng at Big Bend Tunnel - beca 

'oin/niir, t d b . er - ,n 1907, Elbert m !wr WOI I? an °! ban dsome appearanc 
wife ‘ * " 7 a bout the time tin- tun ,n * born ‘ n the larger Big Bt 

Ughr ,bc seemed to ,>r«.f,. r w . a . s under construction, killed 

«.o.iut«^ a tl ; * nd h,s mother a <* w e hi ? ther man - Medlin’s father was 
Hiktoiv < IC ^ claimed that thi v ^ ,,tc woman °f low and degrai 
Anti/ o bu »nier. C 0 un#* Cr * marricd Ohio. J. H. Mill 

of U 'V*"> a native of m y ’ PP 788 « 807. J 

f»onI hr, u" x 0Vrr m Virginia* h",vLV ol, | n 1 !j» K‘ Vcs a " example of a fam 
A ‘hm d r 1 v <*r'* 0 f t i, 8 ,‘", drc ” by Negro men, and ad 

1 J, r „ ' hlldrcn by black ‘There were several instant 

p »>A BdM »«»rra ln ? h ; , “k Sketchra of Hlifor 

For thr I. '"led States (182ft), by a Travellt 

Ml ,r I'foblrtti U. X. 


i States (1826), by a Tt» 

" *«« J: H RumcII, “The Free h 

1,1 • "*t I-J|,V '• 1 "“Rki". University Stu. 

*' St '.iltr, XXXI. 
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r n , t you drive her home my boy ?” was published as having 
“C* n 1 Qg by the miners in building the tunnel . 3 *) 8 

Hedrick makes even a better claim for his memory of the 
He is correct in saying that “Menifee put down the first 
W n . n . e !; and in Menifee’s purpose in doing it.*) Building shanties 
shfl !he workmen, surveying, and sinking shafts for rock to be used 
^contracting for its construction characterize the first work at the 
in Tfacts that will not be questioned. Fox*) and Steele*) were 
? n *Z.L n at the tunnel, and the former was in charge when the opening 
° made from shaft one to shaft two, as Mr. Hedrick states. 

W3S Testimony of this sort is not altogether hearsay stuff, and cati 
. rHIv be denied value in showing the employment together of the 
" jjjnds of labor at Big Bend. These men are certain that they 
w the two types of drills at the tunnel, and that a contest took 
lace between them. Their evidence is of about equal value. 

P In their statements for Henry’s presence, they are supported by 
two other witnesses, George Jenkins and D. R. Gilpin, who claim 
that they worked in the tunnel. These two men were not there when 
the tunnel was begun, but came later and saw less. 

Mr. Jenkins 28 ) says that he is a native of Buckingham County, 
Virginia, that he went with his father, a blacksmith, to Big Bend 
soon after the tunnel was started, that he worked at first as “tool- 
boy”, and that later his father got him a job in the shop to “sharpen 
steel'and other tools”: 

John Henry was there when I went to Big Bend, and 1 remember 
he was under Jack Pasco from Ireland. He was very black, and he’d weigh 
about 160. Always singing when he worked. He was a sort of song-leader. 
He was 30 or 35 years old. 

1 don’t know what he did when he wasn’t at work in the tunnel. 
I don’t know when he left the tunnel or where he went. No; I don’t 
know anything about him driving steel against a steam drill. The tunnel 
was all hand work. 

Jim Brightwell ran the hoisting engine at shaft 2, and my brother fired 
lor him. Captain Johnson gave a barrel of liquor when they knocked 
through the heading from shaft 2 to 3. Mose Selby stabbed John Hunt 
,hlt day, but didn't kill him. I saw Hunt in Roanoke a few years ago. 

i r k'V* ° nC man kH,cd in the tunnel - He was ta kin g U P bottom when 
•feydiit 11 • fr ° m overhead and killed him dead. I don’t remember what 
w >th him, sent him home to his people 1 suppose. 

2 ] 5* ^ 0u ntain Herald, Hinton, W. Va., Jan. 1, 1874. 

*) T h i. J r c . e n b r i c r Independent, Jan. 22, 1S70. 

loh. u lro#d Gazette, Nov. 2, 1872. 

V’hmA n r y. P- 30. Dr. Johnson quotes from Border 
J havt n <>t been able to find the files of this newspaper, 
v. *1 WJl'L ,rr \ °i the time often quoted from it. . 

' *** G cor K r ^enkina, 75 years old, of Montgomery, W. 




When (he mules came out of the tunnel some of them 
.1 bat. One went blind and stayed blind. Most of them got b| 'nd 
a day or so. They put a cover over their heads for a r ‘ght * 


as 
a h tr 


1 j — -- ui mem go t a i. 

,v or so. They put a cover over their heads f or a w h 1 r 
They burnt lard oil and blackstrap in the tunnel for light ’ 

After Big Bend was in 1 flagged on the work train b t 
Sulphur and Hinton about a year. Then I went with my fa e th Ween 
on a tunnel at King’s Mountain, Ky. No; I knew John Henry ^ l ° w ° r k 
Bend. I don’t know what became of him. y on *y at Big 

Mr. Gilpin S9 ) is on the pension list of the Chesapeak 
Railway. He came to Big Bend, he says, from Knoxville ° hio 

his father, a well-digger who had been successful in seve?'’ with 
of the South before the Civil War in sinking wells through 1 States 
water. His father was brought to the tunnel by Johnson ^ Under 
whose efforts to put down shaft one had been checked C k ntractor > 
rising in it, and remained as a sort of boss or director $ y . Water 
and blasting in the headings) Mr. Gilpin says that hi dnlling 
along with his father, carrying water and steel for the w W ? rked 

He remembers John Henry, and describes him as hhl ? en ' 
six feet tall, and weight “as much as 200 pounds but not f^’> ab ° Ut 
-thick hps and the prettiest set of white teeth 1 ever looked af ’ 

I know that he was from North Carolina for he used to d 
my brother-in-law and a foreman in the tunnel to write ,^^*2 

She’d come with^cleaR 0 ekrth ^ Whe “ • “ ybody got hurt in the tunfl€l - 
there at the tunnel and h J raedicine ' She ran a bearding house 

rest of his food at L ^ *** f ° r J ohn Henry. He cooked the 
«y mother to do it forTim ^ 0uldn ’ t bake bread and Pearce asked 

give me a little evtra f d ° ften C3rry to him at his camp ’ and 
|» ve seen loh H ^ . Carry,ng «*• 
wd he didn’t swear pla - vin 2 cards, but I never saw him gambling, 

** he was at work. 

John Henry when h 7^' dr ° Ve SteeI in the tunne1 ’ and he drove 
a good worker at driving C °* U , ^ et tbe cbance > because John Henry was 
of good judgment w.th * **** ’ 3nd he was se "sible and safe, a nun 
“ d -mg Wlth hlm e y f There was not so much danger 

John Henry was UkC there was with sorac of the 0th * 

Wh *» ^ fir«t Utfht rc ’ Uble man in danger or in a risky job. 
5 *** the t unriP | , Wa * 0 P<^ncd from shaft number one to the 
^ to pu, the,,' bil .. ^ Cd thc l,quor ,or the steel-drivers. Ever? 

f, >ugh the hole first, and they fought 


fl* 


1 fniioogy of 11 

Qg^. U,lpi °* Hinton. W. Vn.. was obiaiaed » 


***”»+:*"~ “ r »«e*b.r»d * th€ 


**tg Bend comm unity as * goou 


vr .| f d like mad men. John Henry was a mighty now. r , 
f you. When they pushed my father through the I „ ma " «»•* day 
hroutfh after him and almost tore off one of my £‘ he ? P Us hed me 
Then Superintendent Johnson gave me a suit of clothes h‘ ,n doin 8 it. 
' , don't know a thing about John Henry driving ste H 86 1 got hurt, 

the steam drill and don't think 1 ever saw one at the tonne? T? With 

were used m the tunnel. They were using an engine at S Hand drills 
(0 raise the bucket up when we moved to the tunnel but m nUmber one 
anv steam engine or steam drill in the tunnel. ’ ey dldn ’t have 

The last time I saw John Henry, who was called Ri„ , L 
was when some rocks from a blast fell on him and another m™" Henry ’ 
were covered with blankets and carried out of the tun >i ^ egra Tl, ey 
John Henry was killed in that accident because I didn’t he think 

buried, and the bosses were always careful in looking Tu ° being 

and dead. They were afraid the Negroes would leave the Y i " ,JUred 

I don’t know what happened to John Henrv afmr U , nne1 

He may have left for a while and then come back again bS^cai^t 01 * 11 ’ 

I always thought John Henry died in the tunnel, but I didn’t know !! 
about his death. I don’t remember seeing John Henrv a f* nvth,n S 

'«*“ M on him. . might have found ouf iha" ha Id to 1 ft ft 

tried then, but we were not allowed to go round the ram 

FI™ "h 1 Any ma0 Wh ° WaIked around and tXd "Z 

he tunnel was a,loweU to sta > ,he - JZ 

that ( Henr y the “singingest man I ever 
saw , but remembers only a few stanzas of his song: 

Tell the captain, - huh, 1 am gone, - huh, 

Tell the captain, - huh, I am gone, - huh, 

Tell the captain, - huh, I am gone, - huh, 

Big John Henry,-huh, 

Big John Henry, - huh, 

Big John Henry, - huh, 

in’t t,ie same style °n these lines: “The captain 

the town” "Tk- ^ 11)0 fI y l, P» shoo fly down”, “Shoo fly all ’round 
“Thu Qijj’ " ,s old hammer a-singing”, “This old steel a-ringing”, 
John n,. ta , a '^°H‘ n 8”» and “I am getting dry”. Mr. Gilpin says 
**ttr fo dm k* rV ' Wa ^ s 8an £ “1 u,n getting dry” when he wanted 
!t*nry Uktl j '. ; ;‘ rul fl*at as water boy he was supposed to carry it. 

Mr (j,i 11 1U I' ’» or grunt, to mark the strokes of his hammer. 

, kliu , ls ', s,IVs ‘I'at he got his “education” at Big Bend Tunnel. 

' l ,J “ »b< lu *‘ a5ti «’ally on Big Bend times as Confederate soldiers 
!**‘Pr*r , h * Civ 'l War. Unlike Mr. Miller, he is a herc- 

** h, » hTor 4 .* ,n Mc "ry "“I the Chesapeake and Ohio Railway 
Pn/« f , looked it a picture of Jack Johnson, the 

••w 4,11 MenrV r !' f wl, l | l 11 ' 1 ehest ami muscled arms, and saw only 

It, »n» “ M 'k Beiul days, just as the Confederate veteran 

* i.t , ' ,u ‘d. -. of m the marching brigades of 19* j- 

'* htlle rrniimlcrH of Ins connection with the roav, 
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and takes pride in wearing its service pins. Big Bend : 53 

of his world, and he knows the place well. ,s the k 

He knew the two doctors who lived at Big Bend ,rt 

times while the tunnel was under construction, their W* 
a little of them afterwards. He remembered accurately WJ 11 

large number of the foremen and other officials at the f^iJ 
knew the engineer who drove the first train through th, ^ nnel - h! 
said his name was South Mack, who is not infrequently ^ nnel . and 
in the locality as Seth Mack. He explained how Mack l 0 ' S t 
by inserting them into a break somewhere in his little ‘ S thu *b* 
turning it over and getting caught under it, to check th 8 " 16 ’ 
steam to keep from being “scalded to death” before u. esca Pin 2 
rescued C0u *d be 

The reason Mr. Gilpin offers for Johnson’s bringing hi 
Big Bend is plausible enough. Water rising in the tunn | *° 

of the difficulties the engineers had in building it. »i) ^ Was °ne 
have dipped liquor for the men when they opened up the tu "*7 001 
shaft one to the east end, but very probably somebody did f T° m 
water boy was the proper functionary when liquor became a s h i 
for water, and it was used freely on such occasions there n 
Border Watchman leads one to believe that Mr Gilpin i 
have reported a casuality list on this occasion: “We learn th mk 
hands on the East approach to Big Bend Tunnel and those drivi 
the ‘heading’ east from Shaft 1, having knocked out the rock betZ! 

staTbed”^) t0 kn ° Ck ° Ut CaCh ° ther ‘ SCVeral Pafties Were severely 

The song “Shoo Fly” was widely sung on the minstrel stage of 
the early seventies. A Virginia newspaper observed: “Many persons 
who arc not in the habit of frequenting negro minstrel shows have 
expressed a desire to know what are the words of a song to which 

whfrh i S °., often made in the newspapers, and the chorus of 
mprUpv U l eS Car in every pubIic P ,ace - Jt is a nonsensical 
maecpo »fu\ xl! rbyme or reason ... immensely popular with the 
a n,ri’ * L he ^ overnor of West Virginia was reported as singing 

in P thL° f cw e 3 ^ ng „ When he “ Broke ° round on the C - * °- R - R ” 
i roilin J k i' } Moreover > “miners hoarsely singing” and “sweat 

echop. g ,i*h e ° n i? t0 the educati °n of Mr. Gilpin at Big Bend. Such 
re entirely^ a “T o°/ * 

to Mr *° ^\ n * on » * n 1925, I mentioned “John Henry 

but he scemlrl n 7'! 10 . Ut pointin £ out specifically any of its details, 
eemed not to know the ballad. He remembered, with difficult)'. 

“count o\ of Uum'ii* f 'dependent, Jan. 28, 1871, 

”) John Henry k *jJ d pumps <0 kcc P thc watcr out of thc ^ 

. T *'* sV/uVn/Jv 1 "dependent. Feb. 19, 1872- . ff| 

1. 1870 on Spectator and 6encral Advert** 

** j ^ c r I j #1 u | „ • a >, 

k Intelligencer, April 18, 1870. 
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, . few stanzas of the steel-driver's song. On a second visit 
♦ two years later, I again introduced the ballad, and charac- 
3b0U ; d it rather fully. Mr. Gilpin commented thus: “John Henry was 
singing. He would sing about his woman, giving her his 
£ mmer wrapping it in gold, gold at the White House, and giving 
/to his woman, sitting on his mammy's knee, watermelon smiling 
11 the vine, tell the captain I am gone, and like that." But he did 
not reproduce a single stanza of the ballad, and seemed not to be 

The question of Henry’s woman had been raised, but no mention 
made of the White House, although allusion to it is found in several 
texts of the ballad. And “gold at the White House" is unique in 
the tradition. He explained: “The White House is where the President 
lives. John Henry and the other Negroes there in the tunnel used to 
sing about it, and about going there. They used to sing about Fred 
Douglas up there too." 

He knew Henry's woman, and several others equally important 
in building the tunnel, and contributed rather full accounts of Lu - 
Liza Ann---, Kate--, and one called “Liza Dooley", but thought 
this not her real name. Some of them claimed to be half Indian 
One had long, straight, black hair, and another red hair One was 
a fortune-teller and banjo-picker, a woman of unusual 'vivacity a 
»rt o f pagan beauty, who played at dances and on other oreasLn 

n °‘ '"frequently for slightly mixed crowd? He 
remembered the following stanzas from her singing: 

I’m going down to town, 

I’m going down to town, 

D" going down to Lynchburg town 

To carry my baccer down. 

Baccer selling high, 

Selling at a dollar a pound, 

And nobody wants to buy. 

I pawn my watch, 

And [ pa Wn my chain 

p go ’long Liza, poor gal, 
f, oor little Liza Jane. 

IJp old Liza, poor gal, 

Up old Liza Jane. 

°! d Liza, poor gal, 

U P Uza Jane. 

her lover 
[ound him again. 

5 a 

fa" lu*e, 

up tL,7 om 01 ,bc “• 

u - - S'c: 





WHAT BECAME OF JOHN HENRY? 

If the famous steel-driver was a real man, a flesh and blood 
and actually took part in a drilling-contest at Big Bend as^n?’ 
testimony shows, one would like to know what became of him 
witnesses do not know. Miller and Gilpin seem to think that he d' 
at the tunnel. John Hedrick is quite certain that he did not UlCd 
says that he “went away somewhere”. * a,M * 

A strong belief in Henry’s death at Big Bend is shown bv th 
popular reports presented in the second chapter of this study Th 
ballad mentions his death there. Among the Negroes of the cornmu ♦ 
nothing seems more real than his ghost. The ghost’s driving steH'• 
the tunnel is highly significant of the manner, as well as the flA" 
of his death, and modern ghosts are supposed to have such value, a 
Bridge and tunnel ghosts may not always be, if ever full adJl ' 

nH mrsistn± £3= 

The witnesses for Henry are certain nf +(,<>;- • 

him at the tunnel, and the conclusi^. ih»* L 5 ac( l ua,ntan ce with 
and as a result of the Hn'ir , be ^ lec ^ immediately after 

the Hed ri rrl° u VLem o n ^ eS S t ^^ re ^ rted * Milter and 

aUth Amo y - T?* d ° eS n0t !™Sy fol,ow teS * im ° ny 38 IaCki " K 
steel-driver that" wouM°n!X '^oonfa* SOr L° f ac< l uaintance with the 

Negro at Big Bend hardlyVssiMe aid" r^i e " him and another 
to the tunnel, probably almost a’ d ? llpin was ,ate in getting 
dnllmg-contest occurred" etlyinth^ Was be ^ lf 

testimony and Henry died immedi!* , WOrk there » as shown by the 
dnv er W h° took hj / pJa e c d e = a te,y as a result of it, the steel- 

— mbled^him very closely, andVas* alUTnf 1 Negroes mi g ht have 
^J~7 ase . a,most certainly called John 

w » a ‘‘fuir of'ghofts B ^ d ^^hegun the state about six 

*n the acfof t L.? f mur dered men. Th™ Pf,e d Tunne, » "ear Wheeling, 
mouth of the tunnel murder ed, as (he m We . r e reported as having been 
* Mgmfican t ' o a festered* "'C k,lled there were. “At the 
K* Wl©*,. In^thi m rt ' COrd Sh °ws it P ?<! as ^rry's Hole. Its 

o^ 1 h tfc er * ,hc bIf ^d-thir«? Cmory of many be the Watery grave of many 
virt, * J^Jold at Parkp r «K and bru tal murdered £ eaders the history of 
225s place ii the is still fresh TK Wh ,° his crimes 

h:' rrf " ( ’ lo L'“ nntl *• well known he 8 J a “« h < er of <>"* of blS 

!“ nd (in ihv of fhr* ", an ^ . ,s s u PPoscd fo have 


t, 

imrr.rdt.te .rl’."" *Ue tiinn-i's_'““ ,rc! 

/• supposed' 

,ln « 'ni.l"are ,<£ "g. K»*ost last week ... Other 
K ncrr . July iy JJjJJ k,,ow " to bear repetition. 


62 


40 1 


Henry. He would have been the only John 

Gilpin and Jenkins, and eventual!y best ?' there know* to 

tWricks, and they might easily have *° M “ , ' r and ttic 

the contest because they had had no parhruiar 35 The ^ro of 
the original John Henry at all close!v. TraS£ *° °**erxe 

not matters for open discussion, and this m.aht , e tu ' ne! 
of Gilpin and Jenkins to hear anything said jKL t 2* tbe f **«ur* 
might also explain Gilpin’s failure to m ][ *** This 

John Henry song mentioning the fact of his St4nia of the 

a single stanza of the ballad. ®wn t or to remember 

The theory that John Henry died in a 
Big Bend seems less probable, and could hardlv k at 

the knowledge of the witnesses for the i e na Pf* n *d without 
introduction, however, of a second Lch!ie tlV ? the *""*« 
completed would have meant a second drilIinJ* f °£ * h * tunnel 
the first without any serious S to ^ ,f Hcnrv 
there at the time. 1 y t0 h,msclf * P™v,ded he * 

The drilling-contest established at Bia hJ t 
data probably occurred in the MWMr or &rtTl«|2 V l T"™ 
was done on the tunnel in January of that Uni « “ 

few days of the month, and J M Looan .! , i?tL ,ll Nl ">< last 

months there before the shafts were inland fh “ he w '' ,rk< ' d ,l,ur 

and that he heard of the contest t^tween Hc " "I'i"'* 1 '° lvan,! 
when he went back to Ivanhoe H,< a H and ,he “*«n drill 
therefore, was in the summer or earlv ^n'^aT ,he < u nnfl, 

test soon after. The fact that it ^ f ’ and hc htan) ol the co„ 
Bend, according to the test monf h ’^u ** ,he east of B,g 
“■e work on the tunnel and 7hJ’ ^ ^ " ‘°°k place early 

S«s ft: ««isw 

'th: r: d dnn't g ; c '°t nt r f tStaSS.. 1 * 0 years in 

and possibly i n Apri , of ^gyV™ 8 . Tu . ,,nel ,n January and November, 

drill'T '* was Being’ tried at’ b^ id*2 probably in 1870 about 
be 1 harac,eri «d as a failf,* B g 4 ^ n<1 Tbe P r <>bab,lity is that the 
tnonfh ln use tber e on three occ •** Lewis Tunnel, but mentioned as 
2"' not the same dri T! “ Verin e 3 l*™' 1 of almost ni ™ 
p2' r °J «>e same driH o^rl* a ‘T° or more dril,s of different 
carrien * by Wa y of exnerimp te <? L SCh time with a d ‘Herent com- 
rtlen unH Ut a * Bend Thp t ? UC ^ tests > as weB , ma y have been 
° b »Ucl^ der r differe nt conlt^ 0 tu . nne,s wer e constructed by different 
“hard rM ° fere(l for thp ts » and their character differed in the 
J?«ne | jH| shale", and , _J? lat iJ? ,nc * Bi £ Bend was drilled through 
^ u nnei w e , 8 * a t e ". *). tl., • J Unne ^ through “hard sandstone with 
>gC ld n °t have m,nrr e ; therefore, of the drill at Lewis 
*• at l Ca ” c,t there, with h **5 fai ure at Big Bend; and the second 
* P°*«ible anti ,c death of the steel-driver as a result, 

») * may havc occurred. 



ir no ny 


In an effort to account for the discrepancy between « 
and the popular report of Henry's death as a result f testi ni 
contest, the theory that the steel-driver met his death * * he dr «llin* 
way at the tunnel and that the report of the event h*’" S ° me ofl£ 

with that of the contest through oral transmission^ C ° nfus ed 

probable. It leads to an inquiry as to the actual conn • ms "tore 
which the tunnel was built. nd, tions under 

The testimony is highly suggestive but inadequate for , t „ 
standing of the tragic circumstances at Big Bend i tU UncJ er. 
creasingly evident as one examines the construction’of S h ecomes in- 
in Europe and America during the second half of th P ml* tUnnels 
The startling number of casualties from building Mi cl Centurv - 
Hoosac tunnels 3) indicates the incorrectness of such , and th « 
that of John Hedrick that none was killed in Big Bend J , te , ment as 
that bodies of Negroes killed in the tunnel, alonf «dth C nf * report 
were buried in the big fill at the east portal is much !«. *■ * 

Many of the foremen and other officials on the road had [, mpr0babie - 
Confederate Army. It was not always convenient ?h . e l n ln the 
dead properly, or to advertise the casualty list as a meaj° the 
up the morale of the forces That it JL aS 3 means of keeping 

morale of the Negroes at Big Bend and thaTth^ 17 -* 0 u protect fhe 
not always equal to the task can hirrii u ? ose 10 c,lar g e were 
of the circumstances there win show ^hat 6 A brief — 

least inviting. Miller’s statement that ,, ,. tbe . , p ace was not m the 
mto the tunnel for several dTv "L o ‘ he Negroes refused to SO 
knowledge in the neighborhood It °£ caslo f seems to be common 
Jeff Davis, previouT mentioned WaS ,! he ° nly detail * he wido *' of 
about the constrartto/of the* t, d ’ i “V d remember at all distinctly 
1925. <) nstr uction of the tunnel when 1 visited her in September" 

Railwa 0 v r we 0 re mostiy Negroes lab ° rerS * ° n ‘ he Cbes apeake and Ohio 
‘ n the tunnels. 5 ) The nnmh’> ‘^ n _ 0ran *> and “much crowded together” 
the two years and a half of iV ° f S . UC ^ .^ a ^° rers in Big Bend during 
The number fo r Musconpfm S co !L s ^ ruct * on was probably about 1,000. 
Hoosac, 900.?) Big Bend il if f UnneI was 1,000/) and that for 
;‘ nd one-third of the length 0 i ne ' t,1,rd longer than the former, 

Tunnel was “chiefly of the ki,,°i + C a ^ ter ; But the labor of Hoosac 
workers being, f or . termed ‘skilled labor’, the underground 

portion of them beingof nfL™*' regu,arly bred miners (a large 
Bend wa% built with ignorant ^ vcry . best Cornish miners).” 8 ) Big 
Siether" m jj, c t lJIInc j ’ su Perstitious Negroes “much crowded 

A ** 

X N *V V' "1 ■‘Midland Tunnel was noted 

*{ W . r k I v f ! . r ’ M * rch 8. 1871. 

J out 1 n J , r , J ’ 18 *nd Nov. t, 1371. 

* Ibid l!. of «»»r f lV, VI Ounr, 1875), 241 

bld • *<-l, I4e k,ln Institute, XC1 (1871), M8. 
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The following linos, under the title “Big Bend Times" n „„ki- k 

rir^^r^“ ~ fiftrars 

^ Big Bend times now pass before me, 

Tunnel scenes of long ago; 


With the loose rock hanging o’er me, 
More dangerous far than human foe. 


Days that knew no time of leisure 
Days from working never free; 

When the hopeful dreamed of pleasure, 
When the tunnel through should be. 


Fancy hears the hammers ringing - - 
Sounds that now my dream annoy - - 
And the miners hoarsely singing 
‘Can't you drive her home, my boy?’ 
Hears the bosses loudly swearing 
At some idler whom they see, 

Who plainly is not caring 

When the tunnel through should be. 


What though looser roofs beset me, 
Though down deeper shafts I go; 
Yet I never will forget thee, 

Number two, of long ago. 

And when railroad life is ended, 

Oh! what pleasure we could see, 

If we owned the means expended, 
That the tunnel through should be. 


That Big Bend was not altogether a pastoral scene has support 
from the inside of Mt. Cenis. In that tunnel “one was almost 
smothered so great was the heat; the smoke from the blasts became 
thick that the light of the lamps was visible no farther than a few 
The writer describes blasting there: “Suddenly an infernal 
v>.wr burst upon us from the end of the gallery. One would have 
that ten thousand hammers were falling simultaneously on their 
‘••ih A sharp whistling sound made itself heard above this clamor, 
? eTOn K you to the very marrow.” »°) Clouds of “yellow smoke come 
r,n C through the tunnel in such density and volume as to be 
”*“* e, y P*wful ” »») I he inferno of St. Oothard was hardly more 
A. the work progressed the temperature rose and the air 
vitiated, until visitors were rarely permitted to enter 
* '' ^ *hecr danger of being in such an atmosphere, and the 
, !».«• job died at the rate of ten a month. The scene in the 

•-tunnel grew to resemble an inferno, men going about 


Herald, Minton, W Va., Jan. 
, *«lurday . Oct. 14, 1871 
1 * * I I a t r 1 1 1 g c n i « r , I) 



1 . 


1S74. 
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He * aS 
was 


„ rn from Tennessee. The Iasi 
•f driver somewhere in Kentucky 


The last time he heard of him he 

If 


a s teel d [^' n Vributor, Mr. Wallace, «•) testifies to the sort of 


was thrr contriDuiui, . , > . -1/ ., ,,v - 

A” 0 thit qualifies him to speak with authonty on the Henry 
eN perience tn 

v«#“ e: sho vel operator or -runner’, and have heard steel drivers 

1 ^ Henrv all my life, and there are probably lots of verses I never 
sing J ohn .. used to be that every new steel driving ‘nigger’ had a new 

hearl> tn lohn Henry. 

verse v , er personally knew John Henry, but I have talked to lots of 
! ne . wh0 did. I have been told by some old Rail Road construction 
° ,d “ihTjohn Henry and John Hardy were the same man and by some 
nien * 2 J thev were not, but I believe that John Hardy was his real 

•_l_A D., £- 1 _ 1 - a . 


0,her ' He actually worked on the C & O Ry. for Langhorn & Langhorn 
"Twas able to drive 9 feet of steel faster than the steam drill could in 
r> Bend Tunnel. Then later he was hanged in Welch, W. Va., for 
murdering a man. After shifting out the ‘chaff’ think I can assure you 
the above is correct. 

1 have heard the two songs sung mostly in the same section of the 
country that is, West Virginia, Virginia, Kentucky, Tennessee, and North 
Carolina, seldom elsewhere except by men from one of the above states. 
I have worked all over the South, South West, and West, and have heard 
the John Henry song almost ever since I could remember, and it was an 
old song the first I ever remember of it... 

This shift of the drilling-contest to Big Bend Tunnel satisfies 
the ballad account of the event, but the belief in Henry and Hardy 
as the same man starts something else. The report, however, is 
purely a popular one, and it seems that the Langhorn construction 
company had their first contract on the road near Big Bend Tunnel 
!?,»“> about a garter of a century too late for the origin of 
■he tradihon m the construction of the tunnel. Earl Smith, «) Who 

Ketone*“ J w hn Hardy ” indica tes that Mr. Wallace 

Joh7Hardv ' d M l y, - g ^ 38 Hardy: “ l think you wil1 find 

Objections to man ’ under different names.” 

to be included in th S ldentlflcat,on of J°hn Henry are too numerous 
W Hayes **) of « ' S * V J° rk \ 1 A £ ood example of them is that of 

Henr y He’was a * 3m te,,ln g you 3,1 1 know about John 

*** to John HanW g H ( . fr ° m « State ° f Vir g' nia - He was not 

? would go in Y fh ' C0U d lft a f ° Ur ton car ,ift so much that 

‘ ,J tunnel." Mu/h “‘u his inkles - He was killed in 
01 Virginia with <r'7if S has P robab, y confused the steel- 
w.th one of the lifters of Kentucky or Tennessee. 

t W V. 

4 ’ b Vi States that he furnished the Langhorns 

Of r i#tf > ^ the ,oa,| „ car the CMt end of Big* Bend 

lw Wtl h’ v « 

,C *' Ky 
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An example equally typical is that of C. H. Board u 
“John Henry was a black man. He was not relat^n * } of Vi Wlt . 
Him and Milton Brooks was little related. He wk f *° ^° hn Hal* 
South Carolina. He died driving steel.” ' r ° m *he state^ 

The confusion of John Hardy with John Henrv 
problems in the Henry tradition. How well he ,S ° ne of th 

popular character of John Henry can be easily shown ^ Up th 
Lee Holley, of Tazewell, Virginia, who claimed / u 
old when he made his report in 1925, offers a stmn° ^ 67 yean 
such an identification, an objection with a kick: Objecti on^ 

I’ve lived ’round here all my life. I’ve been acouainf^ . 
in this section forty or fifty years. I remember seeing Jo Jh ' he a "P> 
often, and know all about him. g John Har dy pretty 

He was black and tall, and would weigh about 9 rv» 

27 or 8 when he was hung at Welch over in McDowell cT'l*' a " d Wa * 
w.th a gang of gamblers ’round the camps. Harry Christian T : W8S 

Copper Boots, and Ben Red, and Jim Mason and nth k Uw,S Rhod «. 

about as bad as he was. They were all ESL * bCS,des all 

the camps at night often after pay-day Harry^Chrlsr^" 8 ’ ^ r ° bbe<l 
killing Bill Crowe, and most of the gang got kill/i 1311 W3S hung for 
My Cousin Bob Holley drove steef with ohn T" " 

Tunnel. John Henry was the famous steel driver #h "7 1" Big Bentl 
tunnel. I heard Bob talk about him ~ there ,n building that 

He’s been dead ten years 1 know .ohn^H B ° b ’ S "ow 

Bend Tunnel; he couldn’t because he wasn’t oh/ 1 ^ in ** 

and he didn’t work anyway He go/ hh e " OUgh When jt was bui ». 

the camps. y y> He g0t h,S ,,v,n & ambling and robbing ’round 

That this account of Hardv is in 

newspaper records from that section ma,n . Correct ,s shown b y 

January 19 , 1894, for the “cold m ^ /, he occas,on of his execution, 
also colored, at Shawnee °° ded murder of Thomas Drews, 

West Virginia, early in 1893 His’r McDowell County, 

of that year. The 'hanging tool conv,ct, °n followed on October 12th 
and his body was buried near«L P,3C f ,n v Sight of fhe i aiI in We,ch > 
he was from, is not known Spot ‘ ^ Wbo ** ard y was > or wherc 

l°hh Tnentary ’ tesdn ^nil1 a lnd rS b°a I li al d ty ° f Hardy ’ as jt a PP ears in his 
jbber, the Negro desperado ar ad ' record, is that of an outlaw and 

est Virginia near the close +-u * be cons ^ njc ^ion camps of southern 
i" comm °n with that of Henrv I!!* 6 J 9th centur .V, and has very little 
ora Edition is hardlv •• be beroic workman. Their confusion 

y Phenomenal matter; the surprising thing 

nl Wontw, Va. 

W. Va., Oct. .3, 

- u -" . .* ■* ta 
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**<**£!; 

* bifidan, 

* is nife,.* 
n Qctkb n sq: 

d« «v*te 
i jeta Hnr? ■ 3(h 
rnr Act a S^* 

* *■ ** * ■ 1 

■w* 1 * 



, *,( for* while ballad scholar, found ^ 

confusion.'«) ° add to this 

Mr Redwine described his John Henry as ‘W 
bu t more of a chocolate color", and introduced a whitt ^ b,ack man 
s tee!-driver from Tennessee, who, he thinks, was JhV SUpe "or 
who, with the aid of bad and stale air, forced hisTh Duffin » and 
wall. This event, real or fictitious, may have JI ! an,p,0n to the 
popular belief in John Henry as a white man ° n the 

Tennessee. 0m Kentucky or 

Two reports from North Carolina are define 
of Henry's color. Mr. Kelley ■') writes: “I have u! the question 
about John Henry that knew him. He was bo heard _° ,d men talk 
was a white man. His steel driving buddy wa? rJ" J ennessee and 
where he workedi 1 don’t know." Mr Webster m*!L Turner -")• But 
between John Henry and the steam drill took ni 3ddS: “ The COn *est 
Tunnel on the C. & O. Railway ... He to* il** the Bi « Ben 
he could out do the drill, and did so, but died d °" ars tha < 

He was a white man.” Mr. Webster fail Tin h V y aft <t™ards 
the thousand dollars. s to sa T where Henry got 

Hazel Underwood, 2 °) of West v,v«; 

in her family: Vtrginia, reports the Henry tradition 

« o, , a'Cr35 ha ;ea 0 rs e o.d 0 ' d t me ab °“' **■ H ^y. He says he 

sr h He r s ~ *“*« a 

:: ta ' k vr b h „ h,s s,ronK a ™ s - 

last drive was man a bout his being a white man n 

‘“w heard wh*'" bi « tunnel on Ncw River F nT 
when h* . , he was a bov all J>ew K» v er. Father says 

Part »f it r d in the ,0 * «m£s but had Z "" ,earned ,he Son * 
sayifhev , 3 Record we have it ’u ^ 4 h d fdr S°tten it till he heard 

Th 's account *** ' his ^ °' Ma "™ a a "« Pa 

^^“ther" 1 We“ d vfrn mewl,af ' eSS authorit J’ than 

s J whit e 8 m ° f John Hen O'” and w?„ ft Wh ° reports ,lle “°M 
j, «t. y ’ 3nd Wh0 dai ™ that John Henry 

^-^1' ma ". re Present S s an |dm ta a te ’ do”" 8 W ' th h ' S account of Henry 
"1 •- ... L m as d0In g something besides work: 

T°hn Har.i. i. _ 


Hu^htter , r " "“PPoscd to 

Canton, N. C. 

* w v *- 
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John Henry was a white man, an American born English h 
Hit weight--240 lbs at the age of 22. The muscle of his arm* b ' Mh - 
inches around. Many times have I seen his woman but never j oh Was *2 
personal, hut have worked in the mines for years with the old w 
that sharpened tools for him by the name of Billy McKenzie ' Shnu » 
John Henry was a native of Virginia and did actually kill 
driving steel at the Big Ben tunnel on the C. & O. R. R. in the h,rns «H 
1873 He was in the penitentiary for killing a man and the cont"^ ° f 
got him out to drive steel. He was no relative of John Hardy T* 0 ' 5 
I am near 70 years old, and I was a miner for a great many 3 
in the Kanawha Valley at Paint Creek after the C. & O. was built ***** 
that is the place I used to see John Henry’s wife a little ugly f’ e ^ 
face woman. She would come around the mines where the work ° ' 
going on. Was 

Mr. McKenzie’s widow-') says she does not remember that h 
husband ever spoke of Henry or his wife in her presence. The “freck^ 
face woman”, however, will appear several times in a later chapter 
She has value here only as a possible influence in the belief in |ohn 
Henry as a white man and a criminal. 

the same belief is reported from Virginia and Kentucky Harw 
Hicks**) writes: ^ 

John Henry was a white man they say. He was a prisoner when he 
was driving steel in the Big Ben tunnel at that time, and he said he 
could beat the steam drill down. They told him if he did why they would 
set him free. It is said that he beat the steam drill about two minutes 
and a half and fell dead. He drove with a hammer in each hand, nine 
pound sledge ... 

Jh ! s l s , a P°P“ ,ar re port, and shows for Virginia more than an 
individual belief in Henry as a white man with a past. That from 
Kentucky is somewhat different. Mr. Barnett,«) w ho claims a career 
on . r *V r l oa< ! s 1 and ’round the coal-mines”, says that he has 

,, c '! r ia * either Henry or Hardy was a white man and a 

ruff an’ from Kentucky. 

hearcTnf r | 5 om P son » <l '") a merchant, with contacts of another sort, has 
beard of Henry and Hardy in Tennessee: 

dfi irriti <C,1 | 1,0 ,1 1n<l raiscd in thc s *ate Tennessee and, therefore, 
tfut I have hcard"tt COnlacf W,th thc nc 8 ro dement there, it happens 
•.11 yrlnw* ,0r,£8 practica,, y a, l of my life, until I left that 

• **(grr whrnr J ohn Henry was a true character all right. 

• tu’nri driving steel during the construction of 

**•! Mo#. | dm John r ? i,Wavs 1 hcard *be John Henry song 

tUidy , J ' ' ' *'** been my understanding that 

— — * C,n ‘ baracter, probably a (rain robber. 

■ • J fmcr.' w Tl ,M bei time among her children of 

5^, v. v * 

“* » t « CoiHHy 1C 
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He undou 


btcdly understands the ‘‘western character" to be 


white 


other contributors, both of West Virginia char 
T * v ° hi *man. Mr. Peters-) “can not fay"’ ^ u f H "dy 

aS that Hardy was a “white man lived in Logan rl 7’ but 
t>x P ‘ Li- billed a man by the name of Vanr»n\ g ^ oun ty this 


nan by the „a m e of'Wnce 

f; v River in a log camp.” Dr Cox obtained from a - 

i lker a “current report’ in southern West Virginia “concur! Mr * 
hn Hardy "’ho was a tough, a soloon frequenter an m.ti lng a 
°sort oJ thug. He (Mr Walker] thinks L Jo^n^ard ^"a 
white man, and is sure that he was hanged later on for killing l 
man jn McDowell County or across the line in Virginia ” *») g 

In a few of their songs, Henry and Hardy seem to have rather 
dose white companions. A blue-eyed woman is the apparent cause of 
the outlaw’s troubles in two versions of “John Hardy’’ one from 
North Carolina and one from Kentucky, so) and the steel-driver takes 
leave of his blue-eyed “baby” in a Virginia text of the John Henry 
song. 31 ) Although questions may be raised about this motif as showing 
a belief in the two ballad figures as white men, it falls in line with 
the testimonial data, and this angle to the Henry tradition cannot 
be ignored. 

The race of Hardy has been determined by his identification as 
the Negro desperado hanged in 1894 in southern West Virginia, but 
his confusion in oral tradition with John Henry and a notorious white 
outlaw of that section must have an important bearing on the belief 
" Henry as a white man, and possibly as a criminal also. Hardy might 
„ * ** the con tact man. Mr. Walker reported a white John Hardy, a 
• sort of thug’’, hanged for murder in McDowell County or across 
H e lne ‘ n Virginia, and Mr. Barnett has always heard that either 
r/m? or Hardy was a “ruff’an” from Kentucky. The identification 
01 ™ ,s man is important. 

V,- ^ en ^ ar ^in was featured in a newspaper of that locality. 

°n, a small boy at the time of Hardin’s execution, writes: 

^ arc * cn ‘ * ma ny of our older citizens will remember this distin- 
:y,7, for r ndI wfl ° was banged at Tazewell Courthouse on June 28, 

drovfr ^ anc * er b n Burns, who also was a Kentuckian and 

‘ : iiketf p dr ' 1<n P ro P os ed to Burns to swap saddles, in a back alley, 
*;ii fn llow be would trade. Burns replied to him and said 

7* io e JUv ‘ ** 1 hou gb you had none’ ... Harden left the scene and 

****•» *a* * nt * ^ '' double-barrelled shotgun ... and shot Burns. 

* * *bc May term of the circuit court, 1807, and was 

Rv . 

*' '■ w. v ; .. , 

•m. . . l^„ h 1 CO,,ru,1 °n with Abner Vance, a Baptist preacher, 

Bn Morton m that region See Folk-Songs of the 

fn***,! 1 * *XX1I. 510. 

“) * r *"u’tCampbell and Sharp I ngliah Folk Song 
J Appalachian p 157. 
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tried ... The jury brought in a verdict of guihy c f ^ 

degree. After sentencing Harden to be hanged 'the S*** ’■ tt* 
he had anything to say, and he responded, *If this had ' * sk «d 
ago it would have been better for me and many oth/r*’^* 0 ? * 

Two of these older citizens have made pertinen? 7 *** 

the outlaw. John McCall, who "saw it all and ’remp St k tement s 
were yesterday”, says his name was John Benjamin H*'* rt as « 
Spurgeon, who was also at the hanging, states SamJ! 

the name of Ben Hardin usually”, and was “ SQ *« he '‘weTf 1 
Hardin too and even John Hardy or Ben Hardy buT'hi John 
was John Benjamin Harding.” He remembers that Ben 
a bad man, “with long black hair and a wicked look?" y, ardin 
remembers that the murderer rode to “his hanging , Mr McCall 
on his coffin”. They agree that the rope Kg and 7 h *?V'^ 
to be hanged the second time. Their account of £ * hat he ''ad 
taking-off suggests that one might expect him to gain L! Pectaculj r 
the popular repertories of that locality g hl 8 h Place j 

This testimony has the support of the C1 i n c h V , n 
and other newspapers of the time: 33) One correspond 7 u Ncw ' 
rather dramatic in his "Execution of a Hardened W ??» becam < 
anything further was necessary to put Ben Hardin o J + , Wr J tch ’• 3,) I 
his profession, it followed in his ten-thousandword ^77 n0r ro11 0 
with a caption notable for its omissions: d Autob, °g ra Phy” 

C[ourt] U ^ 0 ^ 0 ^ the ^"thTf Ju^^T^ H, CXCCUtCd 3 ‘ Tazewe " 

T- Burns, the 16 th day of April ^867 TtL r ^ ° f De "" is °" 

warning! Fate of the spoiled child \he H L r Confessions! Boys, take 
<he stealthy house-robber, the dashing b ° y ’ the ro S uish lad . 

the twofaced friend, the unprincinled ghwayman ’ the dar >ng horse-thief, 
the heartless seducer of female inn • Mltn * uer > the successful swindler, 

of seven defenceless and unsuspecting'vichms^s)^ 6 CO,d - b,ooded assassi " 

his execution, sc) He" chimed GXCept the events connected with 

or killing a man, not in McDowell r™ Kentucky » and was hanged 

V*rginia. That he is the wh£ bounty, but across the Iine in 

almost certain, although others the Henry tradition seems 

ennessee and the "freckle fo ’ SUcb as tbe w hite steel-driver from 
certainly not in their resoectivp^ w< ?!*! an ”> cannot be entirely ignored, 

Cn an a PProximate measure ?? rt,e f* Yet > in the nature of things, 

SUre of such influences cannot be made. 


uj P*Mefie|d Dailh n • 

• lbVd Ch M r 5 Dai 7 I Vir7i t n,7 B, ? cfie,d * w - Va., Aug.30, 
j **) C|, nc h J 7 a 1 '| ,867 ‘ ^ n * Lynchbur «- Va - Apr * 1 27 . 

'VxcL a K c oV v «:„ c 2P y ,°_ f extri £ 

A. nV* m •ftulr »*- Fuller 


1925 
ISO" 

edition 
in m* 


-- I CAIId 

Ben Hardin, now 

hi m v. o u n | v ii scc J° h° Newton Harmon 

* * ,,Klr "Ben account of the outlaw mi* 

u,n » "nilulogical Quirtcrlf> 
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The age of the Henry tradition, as noted in testimonial and 
icntarv accounts, should prepare the way toward its place of 
d< * l V g u t, unfortunately, several of the reports are too indefinite 

c ’^(hat score. 

The following is an example: 

I was reared in South Carolina, and there I often heard the colored, 
while driving with heavy hammers, sing this much of the song in 
question, which seemed to be the chorus: 

‘This is the hammer that killed John Henry, but can’t kill me; 

This is the hammer that killed John Henry, but can’t kill me.’ 

I heard one man relate to another that John Henry was a negro 
convict (possibly of the state of South Carolina) who at that time was 
hired out to a quarry company, that John was such a powerful man a 
bet was made on him and a race was staged with the steam drill. The 
drill beat him ten inches in a day, and that night John Henry died. 37 ) 
Another of the sort comes from Mrs. Susan Bennett: 38 ) 

Wish to say that there was a man of that day in making the big 
ben tunnell that whipped the steam drill down. I live in about 25 miles 
of the tunnell and it is as true as the song Pearl Bryant or Jessie 
James or George Alley and you may write to the Bureau of Information 
and get the History of John Henry and his captains name. We have 
3 records of Johnie so I will close and listen at him drive that steel 
on down. 


in this case, however, I was able to visit the contributor at her home 
» feu months after receiving her report by letter, and found that she 
*ii known about John Henry from the time Big Bend Tunnel was 
cult, between 1870 and 1872. 

Elizabeth Frost Reed, of West Virginia University, reports the 
following lines heard sung, in 1909, by Lewis Lytle, a Negro on her 
father’s farm at Flat Creek, Tennessee: 


Vhcn the women of the West hear of John Henry’s death, 
j They will cry their fool selves to death. 

' ,r Mr Bonham heard of John Henry from a grade 
• v- ' ,hc namc °* Surface, as truthful a man as he ever met, 

* rrC double-tracking the Norfolk and Western Railroad. 
'^■Vnt ^ lir * ; " c * J°bn Henry died after he had won the famous 

* ,wo ,8 ‘P° un d hammers, one in each hand.” *•) 
v , , brvt heard of the steel-driver about this date. Mrs. 

I lt Kentucky, writes "My husband was very much inter- 

nem>' i .i,t where he got Hie John Hear) 


~ tfcrgrman. to The Bradford New* Journal. 

i uJL, * wj. iw 
T r. L"* * v# 

* • <H of 4 Journal. I a»t Bradford, Va . Jan 10, 

a. ) I I o. .. 


£ hL, 1 **•« 

tfc, * M 


•Hhl, ( 


Ky , aonl a lr*t ol "John Henry" a lew 
» * f#.Ifi*#«l • ..Mlrnt. «>*d Mra McKaifM 
10 her hui.VjtiS 
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•ong, or how long he had known it. He knew this son? »l 
met him, more than 30 years ago.” Burl MePeak,**) 1 
tin loan, says, "M v father learnt it from a colored man or a W 
(> road about 1904.” Mr. Murphy,«) of Virginia faiU* C a *»d 
••anything definite about John Henry, but about the year iQtl? , kn ®» 
began to hear the song long before talking machine R Pr V fir *t 
known in this section.” Mr. Barnett, 45 ) of West Virginia ° rd8 Was 
has been 31 years since I learned the song of John Henr^ 9 ’ <<lt 
Boone,“) whose “life, up to 1925, was spent in the WestV Mr - 
hills over in the Orcenbricr Valley”, sends from Pennsylvania ‘ nia 
each of the Henry and Hardy ballads, and states: “I do not re 3 tCXt 
just the exact date I first heard the songs, but it was the colored^ 
working on the construction of the Greenbrier Division of the r ^ 
O. By. I first heard sing the songs. It seems to me it was abouTiS! 
or 1900.” Two versions of “John Hardy” in which lines of “inh 
Henry” appear go back to this period.«) These reports indicate 
wide circulation of the Henry tradition by 1900, and point to 3 
earlier date of origin. an 

The same situation obtains for the tradition in the last Quarter 
of the 19th century: M 

Joe Wilson, Norfolk, V a. In 1890 people around town here 
were singing the song about John Henry, a hammering man, hammering 
n the mountains four long years. I was working in an oyster house 

f-^hln/pcjpi^ 1 " and C ° mpany * and 1 am 66 y ears old and still working 

hl _ Fitzwatcf . Hosterman, W. Va. I have heard of 

fm 40 years A old colored man told me that John Henry was a 
colored m , n and hc was a cousjn to hjm , haye never heard any ^ 

tftr o | d ° ° Cflrv was an y relation to John Hardy, and I am sixty 

I mrni !!, nJ P ’ ! 1 ' n 1 ° n • N - c - Wcl1 I know of the song 41 years. 

*' I 1, f „° r|fl « 8881 and ,hat son £ Was being sung by all the young 
f that w , i* W , * yrars of a K c - *" those days I knew all the words 
d)r ^ tan * fcmcn, bcr all of them now, but it was that he 
, tff | ammcr in bis hand before he would be beat 

Ox, *•* a negro and a real man so I was told. 

C • • 1 1« v* \ h l’ ! ' lor o( T hc N cw Castle Record. New 
I an di.iir.ril , W " rf * m * n thc w ’«. but as a boy and young 

s I r»»nrmi! ,rmrm ”' ,,lc 4 “"g, the tune, and some of the verses, 

"fwiUd 11 ,* f . r . '* u,,r * "umber The negroes of forty 'ears 


•Iw _ 

M* "4ifU j |u B Ti* ,U,,r * "umber ... The negroes 

nV:t' v... 

' M "f a n '* • •* » 11 y a. a composer of Negro 

*' u.rd to brat when I was a little boy, 1 

"I huMi, k 

- * . gar- j,.r- < -»-»«*■ v, 

**. fl o ‘t^lrad w Va 

*1 1 «i k 71?***••• **• 

*«»•«• * 9mlk » ►I*! Tfc* w«*» Virfiwl 


pnnted this under the tide JOHN 


^ ^ ** *>* JOHN 

H Andy Anderson, Huntington, W. V a. About « 

0 I was in Morgan County, Kentucky. There was a bunch ot H.l™ 
came from Miss, to assist in driving a tunnel at the head of i ?' 1 ’ 
1 I., the O * K. R R Company. There h Cane .v 


riflU i*«-»*** *- a - -- me neaa nt Rjr, n. 

Creek for the O & K. R R Company. There is where I first hfard* 
song, as they wou,d s,ng !t to kee P time w ith their hammers. 

C r, 1 r U Q F t h P I W Vi M.. . 


Jesse b p a r k s , crnei w. va. My father is 87, and he savs 
it has been a song ever since he can remember. He savs he has hfe! h 
.. n Ar,o cincr it ... I am 37 vpars nlrl mucoif 1 1 l . " neara 


,t na^ ua-v..-- —- - u a. i. , IC savs he has 

his grandpa sing ,t ... I am 37 years old myself, and I have been knowinv 
it ever since I have been big enough to sing. K 

This testimony shows the Henry tradition widely diffused 
early as the eighties, the latest date possible for its origin The 
introduction of the steam drill into railroad construction in this country 
soon after the Civil War marks the date before which it could hardly 
have started. It must, then, belong to the period between these 
two dates. 

Several of the reports connect the tradition with Big Bend Tunnel 
on the Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad. George Johnston 4 -) adds a 
fuller account: 


John Henry was the best driver on the C. & O. He was the only 

man that could drive steel with two hammers, one in each hand. People 

came from miles to see him use the two 20 lb. hammers he had to 
drive with. 

It seems that two different contracting companies were meeting in 
w hat is called Big Bend Tunnel. One had a steam drill while the other 
used man power to drill with. When they met everyone claimed that the 
steam drill was the greatest of all inventions, but John Henry made the 
remark he could sink more steel than the steam drill could. The contest 

was arranged and the money put up. John Henry was to get £100.00 to 

** the steam drill. 

the ^° hn ^ enry kad his foreman to buy him 2 new 20 lb. hammers for 

H tn race . T ^ ey were to drill 35 minutes. When the contest was over John 

14 P ^ drilled two holes 7 feet deep, which made him a total of 

r.;he steam drill drilled one hole 9 feet which of course gave the 
H Ze to John. 

btt race was over John Henry retired to his home and told 

46,3 mbh, I** hC had 3 < I ueer feeling in his head. She prepared his supper 
»d* V J ‘ ltely after eating he went to bed. The next morning when his 

A-l J ■ a a . -....a. 


4'«r V - vci.iiig WCII l IU UCU. lilt utAi «I -- 

iLC 1 4f, d told him it was time to get up she received no answer, 
t.J rnm ,l dij,ely dUcov ercd that he had passed to the other world 
**1 „ ,n ,hr night Mil body was examined by two Drs. from Baltimore 
^ ke«] 4 f,Und h»» death wan caused from a bursted blood vessel in 


t il 

L '» K'll'.V * Personal letter Mr. Handy was born Nov. 10 , 1873. 





372 


33 

The information I have given you came to me through my 
He was present at Big Bend Tunnel when the contest was stag' randf athe r . 
time he was time keeper for the crew that John Henry was wU' ** thal 
I have often heard him say that his watch started and stonne i !u g W ' th - 
There was present all of the R. R. officials of the C. & (j he race - 

that remained through the race at the mouth of the tunnel was C . Crowd 

at 2500 a large crowd for pioneer days. S esdm ated 

John Henry was born in Tenn. and at the time of his death h 
34 years old. He was a man weighing from 200 to 225 lb s w ^ Was 
full blooded negro, his father having come from Africa. He qU *** a 
his strength was brought from Africa. He was not any relation T , Said 

Hardy as far as f know ... °* J°hn 


Considerable verisimilitude hardly characterizes all these detail 
The presence of all the officials of the road, with a crowd of X 
at the dnlling-contest had better be accepted as fictional erabroS 
But the purpose of this study is not to emphasize the tissue of 
falsehood in popular reports. Big Bend Tunnel was built by a siJ 
contractor as will be shown later, but the “two different contracting 
companies" may well represent two crews of workmen T t 
driver may have had “2 new 20 lb. hammers" and used only one 
hLfv Jh'? f. octors from Baltimore may have examined Henry’s 

aSSr—“== 

County^ 6 Virginia has °l“ Wh ° daims to be fro,n Franklin 

Virginia whSe with t Ji m ° u man >' years in Fayetteville, West 
about town, tonn vc irc ° and new he often entertains youngsters 
occasionally early ill the i^° ea ^ ned an lndi an war whoop, and 

a nearby n^untalitop H e ^^f°H ^‘ he eVenin ®’ ® ives i4 from 
l HiH , • P y f Henr y s connection with Big Bend: 

though, 'and saw john^hl! ^ BCnd TunncK Unc,e Jeff and Eleck did 
hve minutes after he beat itTl against the steam dri| l, and died in 

^ to shake the steel o ktn", Said J ° hn Henr * to,d thc shaker 
hf couldn’t turn it He l■ ,rom Setting fastened in the rock so 

,0 r^ t r' dusi ">^o\°zVi c two quick shakes a,,d a ,wist 

whr„ they were >Uil working'or/ Uu'r # ! Cel against the stcam dri " 

**’ • boy. When we , n C and It was all amongst us when 

-ton of ihr railroad un^i. TV" Fr anklin County worked on the 

::: h u ,hr, « -nd carried 1. 1 1 ° C " hon ‘ <,s County, we carried the song 

u.».g, but they've h °' nC Whon wr Wl ’nt. H was the leading 

<^h*r day on the machlnr i / *° p,CCCs * nd ap’ilcd it. I heart! it 

"« “-g »tcnu ; u "m.f U i “ **c used to be. 

j ' r ' Mule* lo,, A|| | "* 4 ,rrr *blc.|ike place, and many me 11 

~ "*•* * .t.a«^‘ hro r cd «■* ^ men and mule* 

•• Wrn Virginia i... ,r,Wcc " «bc mountains. Uncle Jeff and 
* nj; 'Z;"r " hf " * »*'•• come, and he showed «* 

put Henry there lint, but didn’t do ft 
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and put him somewhere else. The dumper at the fin 
knowed all about it. Uncle Jeff said one day a Ion! 71 <he man that 
hung down from the roof fell and killed seven men 5 S . ° f rock that 
killed, and they put 'em in the fills. The people in fhp 1 ^ he seen ’em 
where they went. he tunnel didn’t know 

Mr. Sanders, obviously, would not be the ♦ u- 
popular account of building the Chesapeake and Oh‘°! >JCCt to the 

Kill a mule, buy another, 

Kill a nigger, hire another. 

The “extension of the railroad up in Pocahnntoc 
Virginia, where he and others carried “Fohn h ”* o C ° Unty ” West 
railroad song, is the “Greenbrier Division ofth^V aS ! he Ieadin S 
where Mr. Boone first heard Negroes simrini* ^ C ‘ and °- Ry”, 
Erskine Phillips, editor and publisher of The F™ 1 " 111 1900 ' 
crat, at Fayetteville, West Virginiai ,In 'Fayette Demo- 

H “: Part ° f thC $tate fr ° m — 1 >-rs> experie^“afa s^ve/or 

“ 0ld .«««> Here sometime 
and migrated to West Viro-m; , ’ Sam > are natives of Old Virginia 

-k r, h eCanIo & tT* ™ ° f °‘ h " '»<■*<* 

John Henry was a powerful man larne all ^ Blg Bend Tunnel - 

Powerfnl arms and shoulders I ^er saw Whir m P ? ss . essed . of “* 

as big as a stovepipe. Never seen surh y ' ma ° ’ he Sa,d ’ ‘ hls arms 
‘Could he drive steel the wav th* h a l mS ° n a man in m y life.’ 

1 «ckon he could Make that It Y g . Says he cou,d? ’ 1 asked. ‘Law -- 

** »ardy (he spoke of hiL ho' h"^ if ““ 3 *“• But ««* here. 
;-*ner almost as bfg and string k ** ^ Hardy) had a steel 

That man Vu^d t t7fhe a % , ** S3me aS two «»« 

could. John Henry wnnlH >*7! 3nd h,t aIm0St as hard as John 
. Tl * John Henry song d " I? n ° 006 ^ tUrn SteeI for him.’ 
uccl-driven. If some nm. u ^ ° nC that Was generally sung by 
yell, < AI , ri „ h 7 e w "f or killed in the tunnel, the foreman 

* '««1 of vobJmg « h b c 0yS ' f* 5 h “'> h!1 Henry "’ The song had 
4 ,e *«oriag or dcr * workmen, taking their minds off the accident 

'••rr g . , a C w dC efthe? f i^!? rC ^ 0rt even s, *ghtly suggests that Ben 

7 a *'*ld hardly ;!ll J # 0 ,, \/ f< ? ry ° r Big Bend TunneI * The 
., u ; : ' rl a* a fncam f f? r . th< ! ba,,ad record of Henry's death in 
kitted there J* sobering the workmen" when some one 
vf f| Morrovir V, "U y ,,<J| in a tunnel without an official 

of the community are still afraid 
tw, 1 ’’-r, ,Un,,r l, ct cetera. Mr. Phillips gives this 
U r ‘ hr., f " *" n Henry and Hardy, but explains that 
v> tu.r ^ « two different men. 

V h«, d| ... ' " f hi,! •Cti'Mi, irpoits Iu -1 lather without 

J 40 Wof ketl with John Henry four years at Big 

r ufk, w r 


V* 
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Bend Tunnel. He was a Negro and left a son. Dad Sav 55 

hero of the world. Dad knows a lot about old timers *” S t w * s th 
was built in two and a half years. ' T he w* 

' V 


hero or rne woriu. Ddu Miuwa <* iui duuui oia 
was built in two and a half years. 

Sam Williams 19 ) was not at Big Bend, but says rh 

.r l/ik> Honru lrhile thp tunnel uiie >1^^-- ■ “ at be 


Williams 19 ) was not at Big Bend, but says th 
of John Henry while the tunnel was under contruction** he 

/ was working at Hawk’s Nest, that tunnel there on th 
when John Henry drove steel with the steam drill at *** 0 

down below there. People coming down the line told us about i hirtt,^ 
John Henry and Bill Dooland drove steel together. That’s J s*k| 

I never did see old John, but they said he was a big powe hV** Sa,u 
1 am 84. I turned steel for the steel-drivers. When I Hor i 1* man 
Nest, 1 worked for Major Randolph. u ‘‘bwlc's 

Mike Smith,«) seventy-three years of age when he made h 
in 1925, had a somewhat wider range of experiences on the [ ep ° rt 
thinks there was such a man: road » and 

1 worked in putting the C and O from White Sulphur Sori™. , 
big cut below Kanawha Falls. 1 worked a wh.le w,.h the surv ‘ 0 5» 

later drove steel m tunnels. I didn't see John Henry. I , hlnk h l 
such a man, and he drove steel. I hearH K ,herc 


5„ " ti " •— ■*“«- 

■ B - O- Jones,*') a farmer of Albemarle County Virginia save * 

sickness abom the time the tunne aUned the 1 steel ' drlver dled lr,m 
that he worked no statute labor ^ J ° neS ^ 

went to Big^Bend* TunnpW County, Virginia, says that he 

years old”^ 1 to work when he was “between 16 and 17 


Tunnel faXe^thL^L 8 ^” 5 J f ° ur months at the east end of Big Be. 
he went from Smyth Count S 3 ,* S m ' Blevins was a foreman there, ai 

* remember seein?^ by W > the - 

Henf y- * didn’t hear BreCn 3nd Jeff Davis - 1 didn ’ f see 

When 1 went back to u*'* ab ° Ut a S reat steel-driver. 

‘ U " nCl and talk about John h ’ Pe ° pIe WOU,d come in there from t 
.‘I V ,on K. on it, a J ., giving steel with a steam drill. Th 

iht y *ing „ 0W was a whole lot longer than the John Heo 


Jot 


1 


) J M i 


“kan, Pownell 


, hoard the song often before Big Bend Tunnel u r . 

Mike Breen and Jeff Davis were very conspicuous l! ,ni * hed - 

at Big Bend Tunnel. A full account of its construction^honM^^ 111611 

Jheni on the first page. They taught the Negroes ?hf h J d menti °" 
thtri .„«rL- in nne Hpv negroes there how tr, 


then, on the first page. Th 
four days’ work m one day. 


N egroe S there"'howTl" 


\ayo ** w .- - —j w v*vj 

w. M. Coleman, 63 ) who was retired by the Cheso . 

Railroad in 1926 and put on the pension list, says thatch! ^ ° hio 
Redford County, Virginia, and soon iL he Was born 


Raiiroau --- r-~ P'-naiuii list, SavS that - - 

in Bedford County, Virginia, and soon after the «r " born 
completed started to work a track force on a section ofth °, W3S 
River", and has worked at different places all along th^ r Jam ” 
Virginia and West Virginia: g the hne in 

Dick Deans, and Aaron Bailey, and Anthony Jones wnri^H 
first crew, and off and on for a long time afterwards They v* 

strapping Negroes from Campbell County, Va. They were a |JL„c 8 

when they worked, and ‘John Henry’ was their best song they hiTed "h 


They worked in Big Bend Tunnel, and all of them said they’d seen 
Henrv drive. Dick Deans said ho ^ een 


° - ’ mem said they d seen 

John Henry drive. Dick Deans said he saw John Henry drive against 
the steam drill, but 1 don’t recall anything he said about his death. Thev 

caiH Irvhn Hpnrv u/ac mof'l nnurAnf..!_n « ■ * J 


f XL r J . 46 daiu dUOUI nis death. They 

sa!d John Henry was the most powerful man they’d ever seen rawbonv 
and as black as he could be. ’ 

These Negroes are all three dead. Dick Deans was working for me 
at the time when he got killed on the railroad track. 

with nUmb , er ° f thGSe rep ° rts connect the Henry tradition 
*!th the Chesapeake and Ohio, and all but two of them place the 

tee-driver ,n the construction of Big Bend Tunnel, built between 
and 1872. Some of these witnesses have been employed at one 
I* , or an ^ther on the road, but all of them testify to hearing 
u ere of John Henry, not at the tunnel. The four following 
ra lrr d ' VCre made b T men who have long service records with the 
on tV- ’ ^ tbem bein £ employees of the company now and one 
P en *! on bst > a nd who testify to hearing the tradition in the 

Cal F ' g Bend “"’"'unity. 

off . ^ van s, 6l ) who cooked for railroad people around the tunnel 
Ly. t f, ] >r fof ty or fifty years, and who had an opportunity, 
of Henrv' ° Carn ! ts ear *y history, states that he heard the reports 
^ ""‘uections there when he first moved into the neigh- 
t v ,n ,l ls heard them ever since. 

*-’-3 u.M,,, ,tatC8 that he works for the “C and O people, 

d with them in 1879”. He says: 


. in tie says: 

^ ^ ° Clra ' ou ’ 4 wreck ‘n Big Bend Tunnel in 1881. I heard 

^ ^ n , r ,hr work then ting John henry that beat the steam 

*•1 « f " bwrd 11 .imr til’ll on the road, but I don t 

•ever did, 


w v. 

' SJi, V v ^ p »«• 
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I remember how they talked about John Henry being » 
itcel-driver, and I won't morc'n about twenty year* old then * 

Big Bend was first arched with timber, and John Hed i 
in the next chapter, that he had charge of that work Fall 
tunnel caused several wrecks the first few years after its COn ] in 
and resulted in the timber being replaced by a brick arch,' £55* 
in the early eighties. Cal Evans, already mentioned, cooked^f ? 
workmen on this job. Tom Wood 6S ) says that he has lived ° f 
Bend fifty years, worked thirteen years helping to arch the f Bi|? 
with brick, and is now on the pension list of the road H tUnnel 
“When we were arching the tunnel along in the eighties, holes* ■ adds ' 
heading were pointed to as those John Henry drilled. p e0D | ln , the 
in the neighborhood still talk about hearing John Henry drivin ^ 
in the tunnel. Any noise in the tunnel, like dropping water Urn? 
even now to scare some of them.” ’ lat, ' e 

J. E. Huston is a telegraph operator for the Chesapeake and Ohi 
Railroad, and is stationed at Big Bend where he has worked fn 
the company since 1893. He was living there when the brick arch 
was begun, and remembers that the workmen often spoke of the hole* 
in the heading as being drilled by John Henry: 

When I was a boy, we boys here in the neighborhood used to play 
steel-driving. We used sticks for hammers and sang as we played ‘This 
old hammer killed John Henry', and so on. 

The John Henry story has been in our family ever since we moved 
to Big Bend Tunnel in 1881. My father worked for the C and O Railroad 

It \ w Him f ° TalCOlt in 1881 ' After we moved here 1 heard 
coTJf"l h h ' r. PlC ar ° Und th<? tUnneI time and a ^ ain abouf the 

contest John Henry had with the steam drill. 

whr, had , fW ° ° ,d Negr0 house serv ants, a man and his wife, 

buried 1 t°h K SP °^ ° f ,hC Steel ‘ driver - They were certain that he was 
huned ,n the big fill a t the east end of the tunnel. 

tradition' "niJr °* d Ne S roes are the best chroniclers of the Henry 
and have the fore- cxemp,a of the faithful, their tales are first-hand 
termed bv marv i ?, rea hty. That of William Lawson 67 ) is charac- 
ge„ dghtvTive ^ ^ rd,y need distrust. He reports his 

Virginia where hio'" K ,C p '‘ ice °f his birth as Laudin County, 
Civil War he was on 7*° ,er ’ 10f) - vears oId , still lives. During the 
with the Union hm ' ^'d cs » first with the Confederacy and then 
I w«* Hvin re f?ards himself first of all as a farmer: 

1 went to Big BrndTun»..?i‘i!l 4 ?II ,ey,8 , plaCC Up Fa,,ln * s P rin K Valley when 
•h«»e | wen , ■ . 111 ,,lc spring. My brother Armstead was already 

»•* thr yt$f Ihrv t.ui'u a L nd ,,ayrd ’*•* to cut corn in the fall- 

,„j | j * wl11 ' John Christian and John Turner In 

** (rum £ H ' "-owed me where to drive 

w V* 

) CklfkitM, W Va 
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w he „ wc met a dispute arose between the two sides about who was 
the man to drive .light hole through. My brother said he did and 
they fussed about it all that even.ng. Next morning when we started 
working again they started the dispute again. My brother and Will Christian 
(Will was from the other side) shot each other dead. Armstead said W 
tfun ain’t no bigger than mine’, and they both fired about the same time 
Will Christian hit my brother right plumb in the heart and mv brother 
hit him a little on the side further toward the middle of his breast Roth 
of them were dead in five minutes after the guns cracked B th 

I was the first to get to Armstead, and turned him over He fell 

g c r .v^d son come - The ' b ^ d «- - - ——2 

put the crowbar through first, but i, was the drill. ^ ° V<?r Wh ° 

The hole had been put through three or four mn „n. ■ 

Henry was killed. He was the best steel-driver I ever saw He'^as J h" h t 

i “an d d weighed ^ ^ “ -- 

^, Th - dida '‘ -■- 

* day - a,,d beai * 

They put a bucket of cold water fe on°hl. right * ^ m ° Uth ° f the 

bod J' away, 1 don’^know ^ I "never'' ^ a "i the> ' Said she carried W* 

3:^ £r x sn 

Ch, ^e ^/ oh ; id H n,t bUryU ^ -t"i r m n rad Where fhey bUried WiU 
£ r man wi,h ‘he steam r driU "he ^ he be( 

"V"*" beat him down but ?hl * h ‘ m down. John Henry never 
Joh n Henry Was always sinll steani *»“ won’t no good nohow. 

E** *«l. He would sinT ovf 8 Son,cthin « when he was 

fd •“« 8 ° Ver and over the same thing sometimes. 



A , Nothing 1 b h u r mer u rin8ing in the mou "tains, 

J*** boy Vournl o my hammer fa,lin g down.’ 

<Vl kiUtd * «d -II * h d r ded °? and ,nade U P ‘be John Henry son* 
M **o« w*» mucker * sung it. 

** * hr wu . touW, "T a> !. hc , I tunneI - He was a good-hcartcc 

Th, ( you Mb kon wat nam 7Vl ° n y ° U 3,1 ,hc tirac hc 
•rr, ‘ h **«or K a| “ ,,amcd C ^ Mason. 

( V , Ma^„ , h S | / , ? t ’ h . and fCport is wrtain, y not 
**» ‘be U aJ bu ‘ ,t Lcvvi « Tunnel *») not Big Bend. 
**> r °* d ' f,,t V or sixty miles apart, and were 

*•«. p toiii. 






fOHN HFJVRY ON THF r, 

AND OHIO 

factual basis for the He„... _ .. ° r C 


. - . , , . V *w\F 

A Factual basis for the H»» ^ 

Ohio Railroad in West Virginia ^J**?'** 01 ' o n t u 

hhnr and machinery together if nrf qu,red the J he r -het a 

m its construction from 1870 to T87 : ? ntinU<>Us Iy ? t P ! nv <r > ^ * 

>vas done altogether by hand drills Ir' u. roc Mnl^ 

chance for a conflict between thetwoV^Wher b'* "" •S 

tradition can have no real basis th^° ^ of "oriA dS 


; Derween the t«m , , s^Ther u 5 °n -h ' * 

rad,t,on can have no real basis thwe' Th °* &S 

for such a COnfl.ct did actually exist has ‘ he °Ppom’""t. * 

In the second half of the iq+k has more than 1 ^ 

widely in tunnelling, and in som Centur > r hand Iab^? endarv sun^' 
exclusively. ') Steam drills cam ?Z T* thp 
quarter of the century, particularly j^heav^ general Use L^ 
and America. On the Mt Cenis Tm , y tUnn elli n? £ ^ S 

full during 1861”, and remained to the cn y i Were W'% E "^ 

vears later. ') Their next successful „! COm P leti «" of , he " *»*.. 

where the Burleigh drills were introduced 38 in the W? * 
were introduced into the ^ d ln 18 66 A i n , J linncl , 

From 1872 to 1875 the Ingersoll marked « ^ 

compressors successfully in building thTlS? ** 

About this date hand drills and steam drills "u g Tun " t|1 ) 
on several lines. Notable among these was LT r0 “ gbt ^ 
with twenty-six important tunnel! In some of th^lT"^ 3 ?^ 

sjrrf “ x swraftras rl 

mg unrig its period of development, a half -century or more. 
K r ,] ' ,e fo ^ e ther on the Chesapeake and Ohio, at some time 
If" 870 ind ,873 » ls sb <>wn by the testimony of L W. Hill 
4 Idler of the Confederacy, who is better known as “Dad' 1 amen? 

pc i ricJ Hinton, West Virginia, where he was iiwf 

* ‘ rude bis report in September, 1925: 

' funnel uii the New York and uanada. _ 5 ' 4 . ^ 

11 on the Western North Carolina Railway. ‘^ Tcf 

Ui *" ru nn riling, pp. 976, 962. In M ° un , f , , jur-iil 1 
iU Uu.li II I*w. “all drilling was done by hamr- ' 

*' 6 stein S o L l e ty of £ r» gin e e t * i M t VWh 

I y 1 6 f I I ft J #% t in 


iff* o*‘ 

Sftre * 

^ Bob 1°°‘ 

o.8 *W ha< 
mid' > sonK 


This repc 
puts the type 

on the road. 
White Sulphi 
drill-hammer 
published ofi 
general use < 
Mr. HilPi 
significant. V 
and the gener 
newspapers,») 
3n d Ohio aero 
Wrf of Shan 
„ hMd laboi 


S' 50 " 

Spy Whose 
^ fun 




^ the 


S, 'tt!. 


ih.„ 
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here He says that there “are undoubtedly some v,j„ 

John Henry in circulation, but none hi ever faitS i^T* 0 ** ° f 

1 can truthfully say that the following stanzas contain the n , m - V , net * 

down' I have ever heard on John Henry.”») The folioinj Lh' 
first two: » dre n *s 

John Henry had a littJe woman. 

Name was Ida Red. 

John Henry had a little woman, 

She sleeps in my own bed. 

Old John Henry was a railroad ma 
Washed his face in the frying pan 
Combed his head with the wagon' wheel 
Died with the toothache in his heel 

He probably regards these stanzas as late adanh,^* 
a part of the Henry tradition, and as well hi/thhS ’ n0t , bas ' ca,,v 

is much longer. He might have added at least\£lrt!i amP , " hiCh 
value from his own texts: T 1 ,rec othcrs of equal 

John Henry told his woman 
Tve always did as I please.’ 

f wui'il \ l , y ° U *° W " h °' h " hitch, 
i Will not let you see no ease.'**) 

John Henry had a little woman, 

Just as pretty as she could be; 

hey s just one objection Ps got to her 
She want every man she see.*') 

The^hat d ' d y ° U get y ° Ur prett y dress? 

.'he hat you wear so fine?' 

Oot my dress from a railroad man, 
p ossibly the m- * man in <he mine ’“> 

^ y the ei h h | 0r,yn ^ r ^ nan ^one a ^[f ) ^ot in h n th Wer f ‘° Cal merchants of a 
not - * hat and dress wo„m ’ * not of them a Santa CJaus- 

^ r Idd s disappoi " ,ed W Seem *° ,nd ' cate at ,east ,hat she Wli 

his confessi ° n ° f fai,h ^** 

ol vi ™ h " have"k r eDt COn ' ai ?\ s >™ bolism fr«n 'he 

^Whnlog °" e * However p rof P F F a / Ch ° r SUCh versions > but I have 

5 **2 oj Z 0niv «rrtfy o?N or th n r , ^ ° f the De P artment of 

tyjy'i 10 who definite^ C ^° ,na ’ te,,s me ‘hat he has talked 
ym boli% rn U) definitely interpreted John Henry in terms 

*{ Jphq H 

3 p *««. 

2 kid • f 

* ik,;' p 1% 

*» P Mo. 
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Vilwit* he Watched too closely to be able to evalu**. 
all that till into his net, One ot his texts stains these 


John Henry hail * little wife 
W ho i\ ere steel corn teil **). 


"I'M 

,h eie hn rv 


l\»ssihlv “steel corn" means only hard corn, and he k 
heaul one", the contributor, of course, is the only JtT ?’ CVCr 
the text, but he. like the editor, can answer only for hin' e °" ,V for 
the other tlumsaml singers of the same version If the * t S ,0r 
little piece of Steel", “driving steel", and '‘bucking steel"h, Vc d ?" 
salues III possible connections, as his psychologist woul.t U>n 

n Tr "° ,K " f ,hem Si “' h ■' W ta rlT" 

W bile l)r. Johnson insists on speaking “truthfully” one , 

!h i V «Y °h H h hand,ing thus such ma ^rials, how fully he realS 
d^at John Henry contains excellent symbolism from the 

point of view His answer, though it hardly seems necessar^ , 

t s- as™ 

a tirt tu m 

t symbolizes anything it is man versus woman 14 ). 

head\he^st ^ t * NJ exp ^ a ‘ net * earlier that the word jazz deserves to 
thing at a t me ?'? f ° r the “ act of cohabitation” «) One 

Henry the good m: k* don ® we F must he the rule for his John 
hero of the^ood old ill! W J?'° did nothin> hut work. A “parlor” 

meant a warm heart ParJ^w/ 3 eg WaS a ,imb and co,d hands 
Marion less. That it 0n , We€rns denied his Washington and 

celebrated for half a centurv k? fh neC ^f Sary for J ohn Henry, widely 
construction camps to hr Y by . . the '‘ low er" tenth of back alleys and 
no proof. ’ row b,s sex from the upper crust requires 

A sufficient iilustratior^’o^h' ^° hnson seems equally authoritative- 

< ' * "big whcerSn"“ i a ,S w SUCCeS !. in the field is his ***** 

*bt explanation that a Wrru Pt‘on of Big Bend Tunnel”, with 

•urnel* ”. »») While a „ K - dla wt pronunciation of ‘tunnel’ * 

-<». or the b.iHad as wLIm’ tU ™ in ’” mi S ht mark a stanza or 
‘ Big held I uniirl” u. i ' P'^fer to regard it as a substitution 
“ lu * “• -‘turner for "turn er 0 ^ tk ‘ ' WCC!isitv of finding a dialect*’ 

*'»' t ,.f k u ,,l Nevertheless, he is able to character'** 

..-Ti, ««•«.» - , ** 

Xud he is peohaMy right at that 

• I lu 


■*) I h L 

*1 I h 

“1 I k 


n 


1 . ► I tv. 
lii 4 .ViV Ul \Httl 

w 1 Abuoiw # | 4ll j S 


will knv iyK't ’ 


v >, 


upo 

i. iw»i 
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In the field of popular literature 
, 0 hnsoi. is too evident from statements sLu*"' the innor P „ 

John Hardy came on the scene 0n ,“ Ch as the follow e of Dr 
Henry remained in general circulating 3 few snatched “ When 
gives no data to show that he had m L I" Wes * Virgini a °” J 0 h n 
of "John Henry” in that state for the lasf n 3 thorou gh § in J' V* He 
or the occasion when “John Hardy” c ‘ decade of 10,h tlgation 
on the basis of material in his hands 2 ? the scene 
»id, without serious objection, that “John ' H tin,e m£h °h? r ' 
far enough to escape complete conf., c ;« . Henry” had * have 
the latter ballad began its 

have been sufficient for the point he inn tr ? d,tio ", and that ^ ’1° 

“explanation of the mixed Of P Joi;” y 

has found”. John Hardy W |,j ch ^ a " 

His statement that the “author of I n h „ r. 
been familiar with the structure of I o h n H H 3 rd y ' must have 
product in exactly the same mold” to „ a" ry ’ for he cast hi! 
evidence that “John Hardy” had t h eauthor* e T . wlthout giving any 
their structural similarity hardly settles the 1 observed fact ot 

multiple authorship for one or both f the had .° f individ ual or 

developed by stages, “required more time in h/' "i> h " 
supposes, why does he find it necessary J th mak,n g”, 61 ) as he 
“John Hardy”? Does he contribute^ uytWn^T"* ‘J e 3uthor «* 
without reference, to the earlier statement m by j Uch an addition, 
rouvent etre d’uue structure analogue™ "^ £ d ™ x . Chanso " s « 
the possibility that the two ballads derive thL ? L Sta , tement allows 
a common source, that “John Hardv” had ♦ structural Pattern from 
although when it “came on the scene n1 ^ ? ng,n ln West Vir g' n «a 
Henry remained in general drS 3 u W Snatches of John 
author of “John Henrv” WPC * . ,n that state, or that the 

Hardy” for he cast hie 3 | S fam,liar w, th the structure of “John 
f he separation 1 “ exact,y the «"* mold. J 

Dr - Johnson does in his di tW °- bal,ads ,s > Perhaps, the best thing 

fact °ry. His materials and USS, +°h n ^ 3nd that * S n0t alto £ ether satis 
conclusions. d me * hod s are hardly sufficient for his 

“John Henrv”°f S M ^ obn hlardy” from white people and several 
^P!c, deliberate *? Ne £ roes > he proceeds thus: “John Hardy is 
^ 1; ad SUn . • anc puts one in mind of the conventional English 

^ncopated ,, , Wlde mr >untain people. John Henry is faster, 

yl' l>) t^oubtlessll n II ,Ch / n ° re typical, y Ne g roid than John Har- 

J nh *hat diff er .. * V le tunes and rhythms of his examples are 

tolh-ffp , ,bcy arc dr awn too largely from phonograph 

* a| ,j ‘ 1 !,’ n t* and other soloists, with improvements by 
'mowing pages will show, to have much value, and 


"j ib J-P 
; Fo iV.f " j " 
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“ ' > * Pp. 06 67. 


104 . 







350 


such treatment of the two ballads does not take prop Cr |v 1 

the frequency of Negroes singing “John Hardy” and J?° 

“John Henry", both with notable racial variations and n* P«o n , 
ture of the two ballads in their performances. rten a ttt\x 

He publishes a tune of “John Henry” from Robert Vi 
can pick his twelve-string box “in more ways than t s ° n > wh„ 
whip a mule", 51 ) and another from Leon R. Harris a ,1rnier can 
has worked in “railroad grading camps from the * m , b,Cr Who 
Florida arid from the Atlantic to the Missouri Ri u .,’> ake s to 
wherever he worked “always found someone who 101111 ’ Who has 
sing of John Henry", and who says, “The song is SUn „ * and w, *ul«| 
air or tune, and hardly any two singers sing it alike J an V an 
ports are significant, and show more than the possibility- ^ ch 
ness in conclusions based on a few unrepresentative time ' ° ' Ve;,k ' 

Dr. Johnson, moreover, agrees that “the very essence of 
song is its fluidity, its adaptability to various kinds , n 1 " e Wy| * 
work", and that a “work song tune cannot be recorded of 

lute accuracy". 5o ) In his earlier discussion, he notes the „ h ;,t)8( 
of the singer: c "'consistency 

When the recorder thinks that he has finally succeeded in „ „ 
phrase down correctly and asks the singer to repeat it , ,? C,t,n « J 

hat the response is quite different from any previous ren’di ° u" find8 
or further repetition may bring out still other variations " 
the previous version. Again, after the nothin,, h J ,urn ,0 

»i»png of the first stanza of a "o„7 th 7 . btt '" " ,ade f ~"> «K 

And that none of the other stanzas fe sung to C Z C 

He idd« in fhza i k exactly the same tune 6 '! 

collector in recording VouT s[ngL eVen difficu “ ie s for the 

Hp ran „ , . g group s,n 2 m g ,n its native haunts"- 

undoubtedly six oTdght'of'ma^y oY th^ ^ ^ parts " and lherc a « 
of those rare harmonies which these son « s -* tha t go into the making 
produce ... He must be centred with" * r °! ,p ° f Negr ° Workcrs «■ 
S °" e lnd f-n-onizing it later as bJt *'7"'* ^ ^ °' 

. hese explanations seem to nl mp 

^nd the reach of Dr. Johnson aCCUrate tunes of the two ballads 

Henry" an d ‘‘John^ardv^ ht^ 11 ^ 0riginaI authorship of “John 

$Z?* h i he masoning p y ro ’e S s of' hard, >. den y that they have been 

SOn units from one to thp J[" u P’ s,n K ,n g. often with an ex- 

D ■ < s,m '* ar r hythmic techni, and confusions with other 

?no,L f °: 2«^ent shift, in the “six or eight" 

toioitt' '° ,d,ng the lead A 'n,^? t,ng . ,n first one part and then 

only one ofThTse r n a° r , SUCh 3 07 o(h ' r 

—**« must h.rmo n i« ^ ? 3 time - as *» * ht c 7 
*•» | b , it later as best he can", with 


IbM ’ p> 

l/yd: p SI'- a " 17 " 
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% z*r — in the 

zrz sa «•*£. 

through this process without modificatio^" Hard y” could b fuL 
tolknvs. therefore, that if one succeeds n hr? Cqual,y douMfuHt 
examples to show tune and rhythmic d ff b gln & together !! 
they "ill not be sufficient for the*original rh renCes in their surS* 
and cannot establish their separation charac ter of the two bS’ 
Furthermore, their original separation on 
tune variations ignores too much ballad Z J he basis of current 
of “Jo hn Hardy”, as Dr. lohnson ; ■ trad 't*on. If the *u n< 

structure of “John Henry” and cast his^mod familiar with the 
mold, in all probability he copied his “Joh n U H Z C ,? actIy the same 
rather that of his pattern. Possibly the a nth Henry” tune also or 
group of ballad-singers who recognize onlv Zn ° ne of a large 
repertory. Possibly the author, or some sLe r for thei ^ entire 

as a “ballet” without tune notation, and l\ ’.5 an i m,ttcd the ballad 
from this source. These are possibilities nt versions derive 

Weaknesses along such lines in th* m . , 
bases his separation of -John Henry” from J ° hnson 

his thesis in an unfavorable light, and no onL ! " Hardy ” P ,ace 
case can be made from an examination of hfs tunL np ™ Vem ? ni of his 
tbev do not represent the full characterof the^hT^* That 
do further explanation. His methods, though of oh? req S rcs 
hive an importance, and they are well illustrated’ in ° f , . obtainin g them 

°*h , L Chapel Hi " “5.^57* from 

He presents two examples of Mr Walker's JnZiLZll l ' 
of a single version of “John Henry” «) wit h to„e h 
> ana toons, and fails to sav which of 'th’p i x ™ 1 d r Mhmic 

ooe Possibly he asked' L ill . Z perforTna nces is the correct 
faded to observe that h‘ | th ?* S L C °. nd smg,n S of the stanza and 
Mod? rendhir n h,S ?° ,0,st bad changed drinks. Possibly he 
bear." \everthe^« ^ u ed,t ° r harmonized “it later as best 

the. fo hC g, I! S Mh exam P Ies as Negroid, and uses 

In 1 Zl deference between the two ballads. 

: J, ave succeeded in getting at least three per- 

of tfcr f jnt i *l ker ’ as ,ines 3 ^d A of the three printing's 

""n* ***** of his version show:**) 

Fore hr d let the steam drill beat him down, 

*** wkJ hn hammer in his han'. 

Aa brio* he'd lei the steam-drill heat him down, 

»*r with the hammer m his han* 

before he'd let the steam drill beat him down 
~ Me d 4^ wth hi* hammer in hn hand 
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Possibly these specimens, with their several tunes 5 

syncopated, and “much more typically Negroid” fas * er > 
Hardy” examples from white people. Apparently his “Joh* 

Walker’s version in two other places, with further notabl PUbl ‘. she <i mu 
fSuch practices must of necessity affect the evidence ' H ariat * 0n s. ««\ 
his texts for a/ny purpose. u drawn ^ 

My request, in a recent note on John Henry ei\ f 
by Dr. Johnson of a series of misrepresentations i n thJ £ >rrectio m 
data he published from the Big Bend Tunnel neighborho 
no answer, and by way of throwing some light on hk ha(1 

handling such material a few of them may be pointer! h0ds of 
fully. One can easily understand that the slightest variation ° Ut " ,ore 
or otherwise, in these field reports would have sUmifir ? nscioi,s 

under his system of classifying them as “positive ZTl- 
indifferent” testimony. 62 ) ’ nc K a tive, o r 

That of Cal Evans he presents as follows: 

When the tunnel was under construction he was a youngster „ n « 
old enough to take part in the work. He thinks there miJ u l qUi,e 
steel driver there named John Henry, but he never saw hL? ^ * 

“ r hi " g ab ° U ' him eXCep ' what he »t«r. H? iJd'S 

" e StOTy be was inclined ,o believe .hat II waa ' 

for John 5 Henry**at Bto ‘ n dassif ^ ,his "P* 

but if it is to have h nnel as “ ne gative, or indifferent”, 

With Big Bend h and on thlT S ^ the connection of the steel-driver 
more definite might he e a [ g / 5 r f questlon of his reality, something 
to know why he LI, ZF?** , f ? m , Mr ’ Evans ‘ ° ne lik “ 
when and where he heard it Henry> what he heard later, 

there, one would certainly ac’k Af ,?? “; vest| gatang the Henry tradition 
Does he doubt the tZu St ° ry Evans doubts the truth of ‘ 

■n the tunnel, the story of hi? a**!? ° f J ° hn Henry driving StCC ! 
his death as a result of the ™ + ^ling-contest there, the story of 
thrown into the big fill e COntest , or the story of his body being 
doubt the truth of the c* th f. east end of the tunnel? Or does lie 
in the tunnel? 0ry Henry's ghost is still driving steel 

according to his own s°tateme N + gr °^ S ° f the commu nity, Cal Evans, 
Chesapeake and Ohio r!;i J . and that of his wife, followed the 
a nati vc Of Albemarle ‘w? that P art of th e state. He was 

near . w hite Sulphur Snrin^ ^w/ V ! r ^ lnia » worked first on the road 
m the western part of the^«i * West V,r g inia . later near Huntington, 
the rou ndhouse in Hinton -T? and ar °und 1875 began cooking at 
married a woman of Onmr’/r 1 mi,cs from Big Bend. In 1876 he 
— a0ge Count y. Virginia. They made their home 

r l *') A mrVi?*' '*■I* 8 " ^JoiWh LVI * ,5y: EbonyandTop-* 
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Hinton, where Mr. Evans continued c < f 
inti l arching the tunnel with brick was begun 
Then he moved to Big Bend to cook for the 
there. He had no opportunity, therefore, to 
, tcc l in building the tunnel between 1870 and 1872 “" u,v anve 

His contact with the tunnel for half a century mad 
for him to learn the stories of John Henry there and V* P ° ssible 
of telling them is a matter of general knowledge in th* T PraCtice 
Although he objects to the reports of Henry’s ghost dr^™™"!^ 
in the tunnel, and of Henry’s death as a result of Ihe drUlinTm f*. 
what he really believes can be understood only through an aS ' 
with the man. He is one of the Negroes at Big Bend generally 
to be afraid of John Henry af night, --no? that healtofts 77, 
course,--but this fact must not be overlooked in reporting his distrust 
0 f the ghost story and of any other part of the tradition.' sue 
as Henry’s spectacular death from the contest, which seems to him 
to contribute directly to it. He says that he saw, when the railroad 
was being double-tracked in the eighties, a human skeleton unearthed 
in the road bed over the big fill at the east end of the tunnel, where 
the dead from building the tunnel were reported to be buried at 
night; 65 ) but he objects to the skeleton as that of John Henry. He 
accepts, however, as factual the reports of Henry working in the 
tunnel and his contest with the steam drill. 

Verification of this explanation of Mr. Evans can be made at 
Big Bend with no great difficulty. W. M. White, 66 ) a student in 
West Virginia University, who since he was a small bov has had a 
camp on Evans’ place, about a hundred yards below the east portal 
of the tunnel, where he employs Evans to cook for him during 
several weeks every summer, and where he has listened for hours 
in the evenings to Evans’ tales of John Henry, says that Mr. Evans 
will not go alone at night to the tunnel, and that in going at night 
,0 Talcott, a small village just above Big Bend, he paddles his boat 
U P Greenbrier River in order to avoid contact with Henry’s ghost. 

Mr. Evans is much less courageous than Mr. Anderson, the Negro 
eep *;[ or care-taker of the tunnel, who has what people in the 
in ♦£° rh00d caM a “Pension job”. On my first trip to Big Bend, 
f II , e f;i " °f 1925, I saw Mr. Anderson pushing a wheelbarrow 
him < * l,b ru bbish out of the west end of the tunnel, and called to 
kb, ir thc embankment fifty feet above and asked if he had seen 
\ t « r . ! nrv w bile he was on the inside. He answered, with a goo 
»nd ,'n aU8 , hl that he had no faith in the stories of John Henry, 
th* fi,/'"' se cing John Hedrick, the man he regarded as knowing 
■ — 1 ,n ’he Henry tradition. 

, 1V; 1J Mlllf ' »v» that Big Bend Tunnel caved m ^ u J‘ nff ar JJ, a The 
*‘*' 1 »nh t 'rV'h ,,ut the “railroad company was f ? rCl 'vr . s ', Vir- 
li, b k H.tioiy of Summers County, West 

"i ”, 47 

W Va. 
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Mr. Anderson explained how, in spite of the local f ear , 
ghost, he had taken charge when he came there more th, nr n 
years before. He had had his most exciting experience on thirt ' 
through the tunnel soon after his arrival. About half the ? alkin g 
through he had heard John Henry driving steel, and had exn • "* 
some difficulty in waiting for a closer acquaintance with t P h Cnence <i 
driver; yet he had been able to discover that what he he 
water dropping above the roof of the tunnel.® 7 ) ar< * Was 

It soon became clear, however, that his stories of John 
were confined to the death of the steel-driver as a result j r - 
drilling-contest and the subsequent escapades of his ghost the 
the tunnel. Mr. Anderson believes that a man by the name 0 * r *'{ l,n * i 
Henry worked in the tunnel, and seems to think everybody else s| °f n 
Like Mr. Evans, though, he was not at the tunnel while it Was 
construction and knows only what he has heard about the steel-d • f 

As respects the Henry tradition, Evans and Anderson are TTh 
“positive” and “negative”, but perhaps would cause the classifier 
no great trouble. They accept certain parts of the tradition as factual 
and regard certain other parts as “stories”. The investigator, therefore’ 
who has a use for their beliefs about Henry must be on his guard to 
avoid misrepresenting them, as seems to be the case in Dr. Johnson’s 
report of Evans’ testimony. 

The same explanation can hardly be made in the case of John 
Hedrick.«) Dr. Johnson says that Mr. Hedrick “did not work on the 
tunnel”. The reaction of Mr. Hedrick to this statement is about what 
one might expect from a Confederate soldier after telling him that 
he was not in the Civil War. Mr. Hedrick insists that he began with 
the first pngs at Big Bend and stayed on the job until the tunnel 
riT Shed -, " e qUotes Mr Hedrick as sa y jn g. "I did not see the 
took ni a T y » S » e w b f t -i I heard the men ta,kin & about it right after it 
the P !; He f ai s to say where Mr. Hedrick was at the time of 
inLSSLr wh \ re he heard the men talking about it. And it is 
this° p y nrpce• kno ^ meaning of right after it took place”. Following 

years not ir!°t th f tes timony, Mr. Hedrick speaks in terms of 
that while the^fr^ days ° r hoUrs - Mr. Hedrick, however, claims 
was “takinp nn r ’?5'^ on t es t was taking place inside the tunnel he 
“singing and dnJ*? be used *>? arching, and heard Henry 
in his further T tbe C0ntes t- Dr. Johnson is also misleading 

Henry died after th* 60 *’ * Mr ' Hedrick could not say whether John 
did not.” Mr. alt . h ? u g h his impression was that he 

with emphasis that h ' S 3 U ! te definite on the point, and does say 
contest. This is th*. d ' d not die immediately after the drilling- 
rHers to Mr. HcdHrTl? °" which Mr. Anderson, mentioned above, 
for Henry’* ghost i ,ls authority in disposing of the factual basis 
»nterv,ewed MrH nlr ", thc u ,unncl - If Dr. Johnson had actual!' 

• as hc seems to expect the reader to believe, 
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•hiv he would have made a different report Mr 

K dauRhtcr’s family with whom he lives in Hinton W«t v? K in"a 
i • that the interview was not held. irginia, 

d ‘ ,im pr. .Johnson, of course, will have his own explanation for 
discrepancies in the testimony he published from Big Bend B ut^ 
% hardly find ,t necessary o explain why, after quoting Neal Miller 
as using the word “contest for Henry's drilling-conteit, he states 
on t he following page that Mr. Miller “never spoke of the episode 
a s a contest, but as a test , b9 ) or to explain the variations in his two 
printings of Mr. Miller's report, the third and last of the series I 
shall examine in this study. 

The first printing of this piece of testimony is easily accessible. 

The second is as follows: 

This man, known as Neal Miller, told me in plain words how he had 
come to the tunnel with his father at 17, how he carried water and drills 
for the steel drivers, how he saw John Henry every day, and, finally all 
about the contest between John Henry and the steam drill. 

‘When the agent for the steam drill company brought the drill here ' 
said Mr. Miller, ‘John Henry wanted to drive against it. He took a lot of 
pride in his work and he hated to see a machine take the work of men 
like him. 

‘Well, they decided to hold a test to get an idea of how practical the 
steam drill was. The test went on all day and part of the next day. 

‘John Henry won. He wouldn’t rest enough, and he overdid. He took 
sick and died soon after that.’ 

Mr. Miller described the steam drill in detail. I made a sketch of it 
nd later when I looked up pictures of the early steam drills, I found 
Jus description correct. I asked people about Mr. Miller's reputation, and 
' • al! ;aid - ‘ ,f Neal Miller said anything happened, it happened.’ 7 ') 

The first three quoted sentences of the second printing have no 
th/c^ ara ,i S * n the f* rs t- The fourth quoted sentence of 

» IS a statement of fact, and differs materially from the 
^ted statement of this fact in the first printing: 

2ad- "tk* teSt * aSted ° Ver 3 part of two da y s ” 

e te>t went on all day and part of the next day.” 

of statement dif * erences in the facts stated and in the form 
Prating if- 4 e and sixth quoted sentences of the second 
thf Y\ ( ' rnen t\ °f tact, and statements of these facts are 
k'nn lr<l P r ' n ting; but the two printings show no similarity 
laeoad Drint tVCnth and * ast sentcnce quoted from Mr. Miller in 
^'H^ndino , ,H a * so a statement of fact, but differs from the 
hi: ^ ° ° f thc fif8t P r ' n ti n g : 

•her ihei * femrn, ber .. he took sick and died from fever soon 

"Me formic 

urk and soon after that.” 

* °«ilf N 


(Prb 22, IWO), Welch, W. Va 
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, deliberately damning the steel-driver's reality with < • 

; l,,d m !r|,t find not a little influence of the mythical chan!? 1 *' praise > 
h !' vmild know, of course, that Dr. Johnson, before m a i? er ° f 1926 
1 lc . ... |g27, had examined the report of another ™ kmg . h,s trip 
!!'■• tunnel, a challenge to his myth, and might find that V hf lgat ° r at 
V' his trump curd by publishing a report in co„m ct *° 

follow him. through an imposing line of manipulation 
lead ultimately to his testimony from Neal Miller his ° One’ " 
"lust a mountain of negative evidence!” Possibly he unde^Tood Tt 
fit the theoretical value of a single affirmative witness on » ! 

f disputed fact. Why, then, while joining the Talcott nh 301n 
praises of Mr Miller’s reliability, did he destroy his testimony™^ 
believe that one man could affect h.s relationship to his mythical 
spouse ? When he became convinced of Henry’s reality ia ,m 
without additions to his bibliography of 1929, did he abandon her 
altogether? Should one regard such implications as less obvious" 
The hypothesis, at any rate, that Dr. Johnson deliberately set 
out to destroy the evidence for John Henry as real would possibly 
have to take into account his changes in “John Henry” texts and 
they can have no positive bearing on the matter, other than of course 
in so far as they evidence his wider practices in establishing a thesis 
And, unfortunately, his earlier “objective studies” show the same 
cultural practices as regards first-hand materials. On one page in 
the first part of the book in which he created his mythical John Henry 
he offers the following lines brought more nearly up to date,: 

Gain’ 'wav to Ipavp von ain’t domin' _, 


Gain’ 'way to leave you, ain't cornin’ back no mo’, 
You treated me so dirty, ain’t cornin’ back no mo’. ’ 


Where was you las’ Sattaday night, 
When 1 lay sick in bed? 78 ) 


He adds as source “songs gathered two decades ago” and published 
“ another volume: 




bar I goin’ 'way to leave you, ain’t cornin’ back no mo’; 
,>u Seated me so dirty, ain’t cornin’ back no mo’. 

Where were you las’ Saturday night, v 
When I lay sick in my bed? 79 ) 


\ r , s P*cimcns, faster, syncopated, and “much more 
ii: -iii" ul ’ HU W st what one might find in his work if he 
- v i 1 1>C r M u -*lly specific as to his sources. It would be 
* ,HM * lust what his collection was before his first 




, * however, hr says, m a review of Roark Bradfords 

**** if * ,,,c r *lhcr hates to see one’s favorite American 

M’fout fnt.fr new variants between the covers oT 
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one novel than it would in fifty years of normal folk 
What conclusion, then, does Dr. Johnson expect from grow ^-"») 
his own work? At least the name John Henry in version r * V,ew of 
Cox's “John Hardy” should not have caused him the troi.M ° f Dr - 
inquiry. 8l ) e of an 

The methods of Dr. Johnson seem clear enough, and 
not urge an ulterior purpose on his part. That set forth in his^ need 
to John Henry will take care of his work: “I conceive mv Preface 
to be to bring together and co-ordinate as much actual folk i!? 10n 
as possible.” That his apparatus, as set up for such a purno • 
not sufficient for handling historical evidence is too obvious and^ * 
need not ask how much of his collection he regards as “actual f it 
material”. One need not emphasize his failure to distinguish betw 
folk materials and direct or first-hand testimonial data. His desire 
perhaps, to avoid dullness should be taken into account. He states 
in his preface that he is “not one of those who believe that folklore 
studies must be dull in order to be scientific”. Yet he can hardly 
maintain that his methods are scientific. 

He renewed his investigations in 1927, with the question: “Is 
this John Henry tradition true? I do not consider this question of 
any great importance.”«) In 1929 he concluded that the “question 
of whether the John Henry legend rests on a factual basis is after 
all not of much significance”. 83 ) This position is about what one 
might expect after examining his methods, and ample characterization 
of his efforts in dealing with evidence for the existence of John 
Henry. Why he steps aside to exploit such evidence when he knows 
\y/v! I* * S a ' r . eac *y * n the hands of another investigator is less certain. 

hatever his full purpose may be, his manipulations have not 
destroyed the evidence of Henry's connection with Big Bend Tunnel, 
and the larger matter of Henry's reality. 

• . . At aU 5 vents > in discussing the John Henry tradition Dr. Johnson 
s ‘denhfietJ with two points of view, the mythical of Georgia and 

Th, f lna l ar,d , the factual of Bi S Bend Tunnel in West Virginia, 
art nf°!nT er ,^ e - S ^ ares w *th Dr. Odum, and while ostensibly in the 
latter aHa ?J img ’ 11 welcomes Carl Sandburg to their camp. 81 ) The 
pronertv •> i C !” aterial f° r *t, he seems to regard as his own 
other resell W ‘ th r " arve,lous liberality by way of invitations to 
with tzreat h ei -r* 3nd ana lyses for their guidance, has handled i 
^11 is said a ^r; hty ’ , and t0 the satisfaction of everybody.-) WbJ 
the truth totally ” 6 ’ however * 1 must insist that he “doth but mistake 

a loh „ N h ! ion ’ ° ct - 7 * >931. __ 

of f )r Cox" T \ ' 9 u °tes on the preceding page « r 

*) tbon, ,i V ,lh ,iv 5 improvements. 

John flcnry p P £/ (cd C * S> J oh nson), p. 50. 

p 9 tf .' p54 
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niirpose is to throw more light on the John Henry tradition 
a Jy had sufficient attention as a sacred thing. I shall take 
null its greater variety and wider diffusion, and present a 
u lv of material showing its connections with Big Bend Tunnel 
ls on has taken care of its purely negative aspects in that 
an d I can confine myself mainly to the other side without 
.rard for people who never saw or heard of the steel-driver 
appear in this work as a human being, superior of course 







THE JOHN HENRY TRADITION 

The John Henry tradition is widely diffused and belo 
folk, to the lower tenth, to bums or gods as the reader ma" 8 ?- to % 
may prefer variety, or intensity. The tradition is somethi 
index to both, smacks of the luxuriously elemental, a of a n 
reality, an articulation of what millions of toilers strug^T 0 ^ 0 ' 1 * 
press, on and off, in and out, by day and by night. It is n V° 
a ballad, a song: it is all of these and more, a living thin 0t * ta ' e > 
such cannot be fully presented. “John Henry ,, } now av 8, i and as 
nearly a hundred variants, ’) is the best expression of the h*. in 
Mr. Brown, 2 ) who contributes a text of the ballad Wrt raditi °n. 
Shanghai, China, that he has heard it in many places: ' ' &S * roni 

I’ve heard the song in a thousand different places, nigger extr 
hoboes of all kinds, coal miners and furnace men, river and wb f atl8s ' 
beach combers and sailors, harvest hands and timber men Some ^ 
drunk and some sober. It is scattered over all the states and some ^ 
on the outside. I have heard any number of verses cribbed bodilv f " 
some other song or improvised to suit the occasion ... ’ rom 

The opinion among hoboes, section men and others who sing the 
is that John Henr >' was a ne gro, ‘a coal black man’ a partly f or J5 
verse says, ‘a big fellow’ an old hobo once said. He claimed tn h 

known him but was crying drunk on ‘Dago Red’ so I'm disrmm«‘ * 
eirerythmg ^ ei ^ ** * 

out .he t lnt yellow ne g r ° with only one arm who helped to 

Ckw oJ Te^^ee^H 3 ' ‘ hr ° Ugh m ° U " ,ai " S bet — Na ««^ 

to be as laLe W3S J ° hn Henry and his «"™b was said 

of the “eelTy we" ZtTZ "2 ^ He C ° U,d P ‘ ck up a 
still holding the rail anH tra ! ghten U P> turn himself completely around, 

this te.lo: g a: h thr , oriX.Tohn , H baCk 't ^ 

ordinary with a hammer. Henry. He wasn t anything above the 

tradition; iTshows S ^ met hT™ 3 wide diffusi °n of the Henry 

Who was John Henrv? L °* ,tS character > and raises the question, 
a “big fellow” or a * 3 P oss,bIe answer in a “coal black man”, 

The account, h^e?Lrorlh OW « n ^ roM - 
v -»mething definite for •. I « ,e , glant y e,,ow negro” alone offers 

test on thls score, but he was a lifter, not 


I ttSKSm. 


-</, i, rillsburgh. 

UUia-aiju n ”* * “WO <* uy. , a . S . u f ) .** rn,an » provided the rail 

“* • lM " 'hl« man would have difficulty '» 
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, -river. The large number of strong men, in one wav nr 
> *£,J Connected with the Henry tradition hardly justifies even 
this fellow as the original John Henry. He is more like 
<! g lan John Henry colored”, of Tallega. Kentuc^.'t 
‘5 e rlC eri/ed by common report This John Henry it was sa ,d 

ch * 'three large hewn railroad ties at a time in loading freight cars 

rfo^ried * ° f “ al f °j'- sal, b .1 0 ™d 

* o, salt.” ‘) The record fails to say how many arms this 

Str0 Newton Redwine reports another John Henry of that region a 
waller man in some respects: 

John Henry the steel driving champ.on was a native of Alabama and 
from near Bessemer or Biackton. This is no doubt the man In question 
as he died when I was just a boy and I have heard my uncle tell of his 
exploits a number of times. The steel driver was between the ages of 

45 and 50 years and weighed about 155 pounds. He was not a real black’ 

man, but more of a chocolate color. He was straight and well muscled. 

For several years John Henry worked around the iron mining region 
of Alabama. Later he became a steel driver and worked on the Western 
& Atlantic, now the N. C. & St. L., also on the Memphis & Charleston, 
now the Southern from Memphis to Salisbury, N. C. Mrs fame as a steel 
driver grew each year and he was in great demand on every construction 
job and drove steel on practically every road under construction during 
his day. The Queen Crescent was his last job. 

He was well known to all the old contractors and when he had 
finished a job he would walk thru the mountains to another, if he had 
the time. He finally landed at the Kings Mountain tunnel on the route 
between Danville, Ky., and Oakdale, Tenn., where he worked until his 
death. He drove steel for four years for the Cincinnati Southern ... 

John Henry drove steel with a ten pound sheep-nose hammer with a 
from^iY SWitc ^ handle f ol * r feet long. This handle was made slim 
hammer fitted on to a few inches back where it reduced 
It wa^ k , mC ^ Ihickness, the width being five eights in this slim part, 
not in ; ceased with tallow to keep it limber and flexible, so as 
Hc Jar the ha nds and arms. 

»nd strik^w'ih^Y ,r ° m ** vc ant * one half feet to six feet from his steel 
that when it' Ul * lcng *h of his hammer. The handle was so limber 

W| y down heY ° U * stra '^ht the hammer would hang nearly half 
' J [ m ore than n Y* tCC * ^ r ° m h ,s left shoulder and would make a stroke 
*‘*ht making Y Y an< * onc half feet spending his power with all his 
hi» hammer , lam,m ' r ,rav el with the speed of lightning. He would 
hY he (j 0W(1 , 1 ’ V ' r his shoulder and nearly the full length of the handle 
**•»• He ” f wi, h the hammer against his legs just below 

u (il . John Henn' * MVc * cn *°ng hours with a never turning stroke. 
™ ;y, * a,,d on two powder cans and drive a drill 

, *’ *** a * he could drive it straight down--with the 

Jm. I hr ,, 

,y V|,lr Enterprise (a weekly), Bcattyville, Ky., 




tame long sweep and rapidity of the hammer. He co In 
can with feet together, toes even and drive all da ° d * tand °n 
He wai the steel driving champion of the couL? Vtr ni *h* \ 
never been equalled. y an< l h* rec 

There was a white man brought from some point ^ h * 

Tennessee, to work in the Kings Mountain tunnel Jh*' S ° Uth PittsK 
driver. I think his name was Duffin. They drove u '"!** 3 Kood „ 
heading together. They were so far under the mount* ,h ' tuJ? 

b,d and .tale. John Henry thought the Tennew, L " ,ha ' «* * 
hole down first and became fatigued and fell. His last " W ° Uld driv t h* 
me a cool drink of water before I die’. This was before°«,‘ Were 'Qlve 
of the tunnel. He was buried not far from the South end i C ° m P |tt »on 
My Uncle Solomon Archilus Knox worked with him for tw ° the ,Unn tl 
years. This is what I have personally heard from my unci** ° ne hj| ' 
old men who worked there. The best I remember it W a. ! , and 0,h ^ 
John Henry died..*) about >880 w htn 

At this point the account turns to the history of 
with the statement, “At that time there were no steam drill dnlh ' 
an air or steam drill dependable and servicable for nearly XL " not 
after John henry's death” about 1880. Mr. RedwTneVhoS 7** 
examined Drinker's work on steam drills and tunnelling «) nluXl 
n >878, for an account of the steam drill as a m 
!? n * before that date with its subsequent use in building tunnels iS 
Kentucky, fhe line Give me a cool drink of water before I die” 

of V §eVCra * v ?™ ons ° f V ohn H «y”. which is the chronicle 

of the drilling-contest between John Henry and the steam drill, and 

which is connected with a different tunnel as this study will show 
Although the greater part of this report, showing probably an 
adaptation or localization from the Henry tradition, with the heroic 
workman either real or imaginary as in the case of others already 
mentioned, seems nearer fiction than fad, 7 ) Mr. Redwine has the sup- 
port of a wide belief in a John Henry of that region. Mr. Washington,*) 
wn ^ l°rida, says: “John Henry was a colored man, and I 

^ a . s m y K r andfather that he was born in an old log home 

ou a i e ways from Mobile, Alabama, and that is the state where 

w.i* V" 0 * °* *! ,B Rtcr:I (Jrivin «» also Tennessee.” Mr. Miller,*) of 
•rginia, adds: “My grandfather knew John Henry personally- 

\) L bid ’ Frh I, 1929. 

» n d R„c"k y (j,n Explosive Compound'. 

T ) While vi. I r b ,H work « referred to below an Tunnel' 1 "® 
mufh of the oofjtf l i.? w,ne 1 • * CCO “ nt of ,hc steel-driver seems • |,fl * °5 

not something Vtier^ISi ' \ wha ' rn^^^h, bc c * ,,cd ,c * a| miite 

Kroesrn dr*winy ,,i ki! u n,uch nrarcr correct as a picture than the 
»option* of th/ wnr.i ,a ' nm . rr * nd manner of wing It “made fro® % 

-drive, ™ haldfed K >hi.son by* an eyewitness 

Dali* Nrwt wVi.,. «/ »" the style of this drawing * f , 0 f 

•d. J, »hr •<Crw I nr*‘‘ h, .y* ’, 22. l6jO For .nolhcr ^',,, 

Jwci. ivjl •dial* John Henry In the Cosmopo* 

'1 Fort Myers. Fla 

) Car| Miller, Hamlin, W Va 
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THE BEREA QUARTERLY 
(Berea, Ky.), 14 (October, 1910): 26 
(N. 3). - Two stanzas only: — 

"John Hardy had a wife, a child, 

A wife and child had he; 

But he cared no more for his wife and child 
Than he did for the fish in the sea. 

He’d play cards with a white man, 

He’d play cards with him fair. 

He’d play the hat right off his head 
He’d play him for his hair.” 


FRANK C. BROWN, 
Ballad-Literature in North 
Carolina (reprinted from 
Proceedings and Addresses of the 
Fifteenth Annual Session of the 


Literary an 
Association of 
Dec. 1-2, 1914), 
found in North 


d Historical 
North Carolina, 
P- 12. Listed as 
Carolina. 


JOHN HARDY. 

( Version a.) 

(Communicated by Dr. H. S. Green, Charleston, W. Va. He obtained it from 
Ex-Gov. W.A.McCorkle, who says he has known it about twenty years.) 

1. John Hardy was a bad, bad man, 

He came from a bad, bad land; 

He killed two men in a Shawnee camp, 

Cause he’s too damn nervy for to run, God damn' 

Too damn nervy for to run. 

1 John Hardy went to the rock quarrie, 

He went there for to drive, Lord, Lord! 

' Th.i** 5 . 80 hard and the steel so soft, 

H?iLna Ws hammer and he cried, “O my God!” 

He laid down his hammer and he cried. 

3 ,0l M.r Standing on m y right-hand side, 

"Before phi “T m 5 s on m y left > Lord, Lord! 

I'd die wm, thc i eamer h* 581 me down ’ 

I’d dir S 5 my 5 ammcr in my hand ’ b y God! 

u with my hammer in my hand." 

* ,ai ? din ^ at ,hc dice-room door, 
could "ot *e. Lordy. Lord! 

S*id You *. wo " ,8n - five dollars in her hand, 

You count i3E , |J 0, ' n ,,ard y > n ‘he tame, God damn! 

WJnl ,oh n Hardy in the game.’ 9 

*7"' J® IP ta Y‘n* «n the game of cards. 

?d. Lordy. Lord! 

. . diamond bob. 

“« [ u *•* '»* whole damn bill play. by God!" 

• l*t the whole bill play 


** Pol l.. i » ,nc K*me o 
,fc lhr 'Z A *, n \ ***• hc “-ved. L 

At* hr „ ‘ ‘ , “ ,no,u|t lo “ db, m 

Me J 11 * p| *Mr whole damn I 

^ **1*1 tlw whole biU play " 

*«ha ||^ - _ 
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Up stepped a leaceman, catchcd him hv 

Says, "John Hardy, come and go $th L*""’ 

John Hardy, come and go with me.” mC ’ poor b °y! 

7. Friends and relatives all standing round 
Crying, “John Hardy, what have vn» 

‘Tve murdered two men in the Shawnee camp P °° r boy? ” 

Was too damn nervy for to run, God damn-’ 

Now I m standing on my hanging-ground.” 

(Version b.) 

from Miss M^udcRucks^eateK, ESn'ccrntyo''™ C ° Unty ' Wh ° oblai "« 

l. J ohn Hardy was but three days old 

on Ws mamma’s knee, 

^“The Big Re d n S i r T Ught ,“ P at her md “id. 
me Big Bend Tunnel on the C & o p na /i 

Is bound to be the death of me R ° ad 

Ic h The J?! g ? end Tunnel on the C: & o Road 
Is bound to be the death of me.” d 

2 ' JOh SS^& W3S Standing in a dice-room door 
Not taking any mterest in the game 

Sayin| “DeSota H *!? d ° Uars 0n ,he board . 

3 Sa^ d ^^ tWd ^°"°‘ l “ 0 ^ I>0dtet ’ 

I m going to blow him away.” 

4 ' J ° h An H d a !he ^ CW t0 3 f ° Ur Card stra ight, 
i l A r . tfie Chinaman drew to a nair^ 

John failed to catch ’ 

And he left . Chinaman won, 

5 - **■ 

Taym.™HoSl„ l T | a r n d d '°° k him hy *»•> -rm. 

,oh " ^dy coL aa'd 1 ^' i m d n f c °.^ th me - P °°’ bo >' ! 

6. can]c |o Wm 

Tve mufdendTi , Wh V huv , c you done?" 

A "d now !> SSSSSSS ^ Lord! 

7 SsBSffSsr- 1 ^ 

523 Jo!s lizft £25 pwo ' boW 
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8 . 


“I’ve been to the East and I’ve he P n ♦ 

I've travelled this wide world rounV he West - 
I’ve been to the river and I’ve been v, nd ’- 
And now I’m on my 

And now I’m on my hanfSfl^uni L 


Lord! 

“I don’t care a damn for the C & n d 
A nd I don’t care a damn what I sav-^' 

I don’t care a snap for the police ” y * 

But they let John Hardy get awav ^ v 

They let John Hardy get away y ’ *** h° y! 

(Version c.J 

(Communicated by Mr. Lee C. Wooddell, Durbin Pneoiw. . ^ 

obtained it from Mr. Ernie Wright, Hosterman, Pocahontas Sunt? 5 ) County ’ who 

1. John Hardy he was two years old 

‘S'dH, 00 t is mot her’s knee: ' 

The Big Ben Tunnel on the C. & O Road 
s going to be the death of me poor Sov 
Is go mg to be the death of me, poor toy.’” 

2. John Hardy went into a Wild West show 

“un P 3ying 3t 3 flfty ' cent game: 

Whoever wins my fifty cents, 

I m going to blow out his brains poor tovi 
I m going to blow out his brains,’ poor toy.” 

1 J ° h j H J*t dy J a J d , down a twenty-dollar bill 
t And he didn t ask for change: 

All I want is a forty-four gun 

To blow nn! an °!!! er n ? gger ’ S brains ’ P° or hoy! 
b °" out mother nigger’s brains, poor boy!” 

4- John Hardy went to New Port 
T , Expecting to be free. 

“Tn!f C u Ve P atted him on the back: 

Jnhnu Ha J dy ’ g0 alon g with me, poor boy! 
hn Hardy, go along with me, poor boy!” 

1 Arld e rvi 0 bi he E ?. St ’ Vve to the West, 

I’ve been to^ enaJ1 ° ver the world ; 

Ixen to the river to be baptized, 

Bui pH ° n my hanging-ground, poor boy! 
m on my hanging-ground, poor boy!” 

6 J ° h Hctn d riif d , a Pretty litt,e wife ’ 

Whe n hcr dressed in blue. 

•‘Joto H Ur ? "!?* J °hn was dead, 

John M..rdv y i’v VC J X:cn ,ruc to you ’ poor tey'- 
dy. I vc been true to you, poor boy!” 


5. 


** Mr 


(Version d.J 


S'',!*. A»Ikin», BranchLimJ. Lincoln County. 
'“ old h.rv«.pUycr) 


who 


1. John Hardy he was a desperate man 

He roved from town to town 
Saying, “The man that wins my money this 
I m going to blow his life away. X ° 1 me ’ 

And lay him in his lonesome grave.” 

2. John Hardy was standing in the dice-room door 

He was not concerned in the game- ’ 

Rozclla threw down one silver dollar ’ 

Saying, “Deal John Hardy in the game nonr k. 

Saying, “Deal John Hardy in the game.'^ b ° yl 

3. John Hardy threw down one half-dollar 

Saying, “One half of this I’ll play ’ 

And the man that wins my money this time 
1 m going to blow his life away. 

And lay him in his lonesome grave.” 

4. John Hardy was making for the station that night 

It was so dark he could hardly see: 

A policeman took him by the arm, 

Joh’ WOn t y°" co ™ an d go With me. poor bov’ 
John, won t you come and go with me?” 

5. Every station they passed through 

The y heard the people say. 

Yonder goes John Hardy making his escape, 

John Hardy is getting away, poor boy! 

John Hardy is getting away. 

6. They brought John Hardy out before the judge 

And bond they offered him: 

No bond was allowed a murderen man. 

So they put John Hardy back in jail, poor boy! 

They put John Hardy back in jail. 

7. John Hardy’s wife went mourning along, 

Co ■ ' ™° u ™ing along in blue. 

Saying, O John, what have you done! 


I ve always been true to you, poor boy! 
I ve always been true to you. 


(Version e.) 

from rnemory^bv 'waHoI^nrv' - ? n V th . Weston, Lewis County. It was written out 
-ng by people o? * Va - Wh ° ,earned * from ^ “ 

L J tST a f Ut,,efarm erboy. 

Savs h . "?« <•" h,s L fa, her’s knee; 

' y wm’J! ear thc C. & O. Road 


2. 


Win , v - * u. Koad 

Will be i hr ru ! nut ! on °f me, poor boy! 
w,u tx. the ruination of me. 

be « *«P<wta man. 

Shut a P *lol and a razor evcrv dav 

A,:!' yZTjl'*': ,hc hcel 2- Chin^ camp. 

And you oujh of Jh“J "I"' 01 * Ct awa > - P°° r b° y! 
''Km or Men that nigger get away. 




John Hardy’s mother ran up to him. 

Saying, “Son, what have you done?” 

“1 murdered a man in a Chinese camp. 

And now I’m sentenced to be hung, poor boy! 
And now I’m sentenced to be hung. 


4 John Hardy’s father went to the judge, 

Saying, “What do you think will be done?” 

The judge he answer with a quick reply, 

“I’m afraid John Hardy will be hung, poor boy! 
I’m afraid John Hardy will be hung.” 


5. John Hardy was standing in a dice-room door. 

He didn’t have a nickel to his name; 

Along came a yaller gal, threw a dollar on the board, 
Saying, “Deal John Hardy in the game, poor boy! 
Saying, “Deal John Hardy in the game.” 


6. John Hardy was standing in a railroad-station, 

As drunk as he could be: 

A policeman came up and took him by the arm, 
“John Hardy, come along with me, poor boy! 
John Hardy, come along with me.” 

7. “Oh, who will shoe your pretty little feet, 

And who will glove your hands, 

And who will kiss your sweet rosy lips, 

When I’m in a foreign land, poor boy! 

When I’m in a foreign land?’' 

8. “My father will shoe my pretty little feet, 

My mother will glove my hands; 

John Hardy will kiss my sweet rosy lips, 

When he comes from a foreign land, poor boy! 
When he comes from a foreign land. 


9. John Hardy married a loving wife, 
And children he had three: 

He called to him his oldest son, 

Saying, "Son, make a man like me 
Saying, "Son, make a man like me 


hn Hardy married a loving wife, 

And children he had three: 
cared no more for his wife and child 
|“ n ,f,c «>cks in the bottom of the sea. 
• nan the rocks in the bottom of the sea. 


• ne following "llaniy womru 
1 made to me in Shawnee Coal Company, 
miner of |9|ftby pay-day night he killed a 
rw> * s »n*th, a Negro crap game over a dii 
c V»ton# | McDowell twenty-five cents. Bel 
*•» prrwnl at the game begun, he laid his 
•' * he c»ecu Hon of the table, saying to it. 

want you to lay here, ami 
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„.nccd to hang. It is said that 
•^ n v from his cell could see men 
KliTe scaffold on which he 
ffb! hanged and that the 
Sdemncd man swore he would 
'ever suffer that kind of death 
ludKe H- H. Christian, who had 
^fended Hardy, visited him in 
fail and advised him not to kill 
himself or compel the officers to 
kill him, but to prepare for his 


Vol. XXXII, p. 505 anH 
doctoral dissertation ’ by Joh! 
Harrington Cox in the Harva^ 
University Library. Marv ard 

The following order for the 
execution of John Hardy is on file 
at the court house in Welch' 

hv ‘h™\? ay came a S am the State 

wh„ H i *,° n ’ ey and the Prisoner 
who stands convicted of murder 

in the first degree was again 
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death. Hardy thereafter became a 
Christian and was baptized in Tug 
River by Reverend Lex Evans, a 
white Baptist preacher. On the 
scaffold Hardy begged the 
Sheriffs pardon for the attempt 
to escape and confessed that he 
had done wrong, advising young 
®en to avoid gambling and 
“Wong. He was hanged on 

crowd* 19> 1893, bef ° re a ,arge 

* V( ?, e baUad of Hardy has 
there u and sometimes 

the balbH nfl J S1 , 0n between it and 
The b £ J ° b " Henry (see). 

»nd fmewhat similar 

Hardy and Henry 

J" thc Bi/BenH T h ° had WOrked 
see d Tunnel » ‘t is easy 

confusion 

of thecl Versions ® ve the 
4 murdcf , “/"P ,n which 
, look place as 
S, h K ir h,Ch Corr csponds 

'‘Zy John 1 kit about thc 

,, lr rijrily I lo W c VL . r , 
■O liavt , "Urdcrcd man is 

ST?; , "'"ranee In „ 

which. ,i 
OTy - c “" n "' he 

.. 


brought to the bar of the Court in 
custody of the Sheriff of this 
County; and thereupon the 
Prisoner being asked by the Court 
if anything he had or could say 
why the Court should not proceed 
to pass sentence of the law upon 
him in accordance with the 
verdict of the jury impanelled in 
this cause, and the Prisoner saying 
nothing why such sentence should 
not be passed upon him by the 
Court; It is therefore considered 
by the Court that the Prisoner 
John Hardy, is guilty as found by 
the verdict of the jury herein and 
that the said John Hardy be 
hanged by the neck until he is 
dead, and that the Sheriff of the 
County, on Friday the 19th day 
of January 1894, take the said 
John Hardy from the jail ol the 
County to some suitable place to 
be selected by him in this County 
and there hang the said John 
Hardy by the neck until he is 
dead, and the prisoner is 
remanded to jail.” 

JOHN HARDY. Sheet music, 
arranged by F.lie Siegnieister. 

JOHNNY. BRING THE JUG 
ROUND THE HILL. Sin* 1 * 
record, kessingcr Brothers. 

JOHNSON. Jer»ldl»f. km w 
a* 'Jerry” was born m Vuiio 

y OooUouMl on P* «*»* 
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PREFACE 


folk-lore figure, especially in the American black belt and 

As regions John Henry is having a somewhat varied development 
^•tfhtfully belongs to the rock-tunnel gangs, the hand-drillers of 
bUt IlSntier He is the great steel-driver, and as natural man flings 
thC if in a moment of triumph, against the machine of the industrial 
h ‘ m S ’after the Civil War. Like Paul Bunyan, he does impossible 
f er £ but unlike him, he often does them unassumingly. Thus he 
fCa ts in oral tradition, and has not run, like Robin Hood, the full 
CX1 'ut of popular evolution, to the reductio ad absurdum of 
• riric parody, but with a greater metamorphosis has achieved diverse 
tonalities and occupations, some of them superhuman, perhaps, 
but hardly as yet divine. 

The amount and nature of the factual material that lies behind 
this widespread tradition has engaged the attention of several scholars, 
with a somewhat unconvincing variety of results. For the most part, 
they have added to its confusion in one way or another. John Henry 
was at first confused with John Hardy, another popular character 
in the folk-lore of the South; later he was set apart as purely mythical. 
These positions were taken without due regard for the tradition itself, 
and both have been revised or abandoned altogether. Presumably as 
areal man of flesh and blood, he has had some attention; but, more 
often than not, under the disguise of an objective treatment, a cloud 
of romantic idealism has obscured his more human qualities. Whether 
as man or myth, scholars, strangely enough, have treated him the 
same; and a new consideration of the whole matter, on the basis of 
a larger collection of data, seems necessary. 

Although some ten years ago when this study began John Henry 
•'•’d been investigated at various points in the South, 1 was the first 
t’j discover the immediate region of his activity, as indicated by the 
tradition, and since then, with more than intermittent attention, I 
aniTh *° We< * ^‘ s f rom the Great Lakes to the West Indies, 
local tf VC repeatedl y v ‘ s >ted what seemed to be the most significant 
ruy,* 5 though some of the minor results of these investigations 
* n l earned periodicals, the larger aspects of the 
t° require the space of a monograph, 
h u ^ ? ntr i but °rs to this study are many, scattered far and wide. 

Wi h e * SUre remcm ber them, but they are too numerous to 
* Lurj/' / banks for helpful suggestions are also due to Dr. John 
1 r,; »truty ^ a *f er Wadepuhl, my colleagues in West Virginia 

L. W. C 


S ^ (,n 1,1 ( happcll'i/fj/i/i Usury is reproduced here 

b b<Mii Ml. .nigitul In 11|tiei l«* I.KlIllate live of 
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INTRODUCTION 

Interest in the John Henry tradition dates back to 19 oq 
L ouise Rand Baseom published, from western North C a \ tbc y *ar 
lines of “John Henry": *) r °hna, tw 0 

Johnie Henry was a hard workin’ man, 

He died with his hammer in his hand*). 

Along with this fragment, Miss Baseom contributed a vp • 
“John HardyV) the ballad of a Negro murderer and outlawT" ° f 
in southern West Virginia near the turn of the century In n nged 
1Q10, two stanzas of “John Hardy" from Kentucky apnea rl**?’ 
Berea Quarterly, and the following year Shearin and ComiH 
mentioned as current in that state both “John Henrv" 1n H ^ ? s 
Hardy". *) In 1913, Perrow published versions of the John h!° " 
song from Indiana, Tennessee, and Mississippi, and a version 2 
“John Henry" from Kentucky.») The same year Professor 
added a text of “John Hardy", 6 ) communicated by Dr. John H Cox 
who obtained it in West Virginia. The following year “John Hardv” 
was again reported from North Carolina,*) and the John Henrv 
song from South Carolina. 6 ) In 1915, “John Henry, or The Steam 
Drill was reported from Kentucky,*) and another version published 
as . . alon S the Chesapeake and Ohio Road in Kentucky and 

We st VTginia”.From .909 to 1915, then, the John Henry hadita 

Henrv 1 "fa^™ “a | the If” Hardy tradition but five, with John 
H 7„ f ioi h (y/ W A de l^ “ lebrated than his Popular rival, 
tributed a B ' ' , A ' McCorkle > ex-Oovernor of West Virginia, con- 

r^lonrtnn to 7f‘l nZ T Vers “ n of “J° hn Hardy”, with stanzas 2 and 
Hardy the g “stppl H ". CnFy 1 3nd gave out a P°P u,ar report of John 
of the C & n *,« ^ arnous * n the beginning of the building 

subsequent,if , aCroSS West Virginia about 1872, who 

- is final exit in a killing down in the southwest 

the John Henry song^For ^xamnlpi 0 * 1 ? ba,lad as se P arate from lhe 

[) journa 1/5x11. 2«“ P ° b ° th typeS ’ See A PP endix - 

‘) H - Q. ’ S^carij| 2 ^nd C h a Tf ,C ^ See A PP endix - 
,ur [y F o I k - S ong s p, |^‘ ah Combs - A Syllabus of Ken- 

•{ aL.fc/ o r n rfla, ', XXV1 ' i»ff. 

7 I t c. Brown C p r n r T • ’ XXVI * 180—182. 

A B u a * Senior,’ of the I 1 "# 4 * and Addr f SSfS of the ,5 ‘ 

and mstoricai Asso 

* V|, ‘ Journal. XXVII, 24Q 




1 M C. I, avil i„ 0, \ na j P 12 . 

) John A I omli . y * ^ ,g,5 i P 20. 

Lomax. Journal, XWlll, u. 
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part of the state. McCorkle characterized John Hanlv a. a « 

Jf kind heart, very strong, pleasant in his address vet ! „ 5 “ 

a roue, a drunkard, and a fierce fighter 5 ', a sort of rSO 0 **?* 
character.») This account combines the tradition of the 
John Henry and that of the outlaw and murderer lohr H^'* 1Ver 
J Following the lead of McCorkle's ballad textandhea^v^ 
Dr. Cox, in 1919, accepted John Henry as John Ha^ who^ 
identified as the Negro murderer hanged at Welch Weit \w ^ 
in 1894, and treated the Henry ballad and song 
Hardy. Among the things that appealed to Dr. Cox as significant 
in this body of material were “the two groups of facts in Hard 
life centring respectively about the dates 1872 and 1894 which furnLh 
the nudei for three types of ballad as to content: (a) John Hardv 
the steel-driver; (b) John Hardy, the steel-driver and the murdered : 
(c) John Hardy, the murderer". >*) By 1925 he had succeeded in 
bringing together nine versions of his “John Hardy" and in that 
year repeated his treatment of John Henry and John Hardy as the 
same man. 1 *) In 1927 he answered objections to his thesis with a 
call for further investigation of the subject, >«) and the following year 
renewed his request. “) 

I have already considered that request in part by an examination 
of the Henrv-Hardy problem from the Hardy angle, the approach Dr 
Cox himself made.“) 1 found that Dr. Cox had not taken fully 
mto account the documentary records of John Hardy, that in his 
data h e had given preference to hearsay reports, and that 
be bad not shown proper regard for the wide diffusion of the John 
’fruition. My investigations, resulting in a fuller presentation 
gm £?* r0Und mater ial largely corrective of Dr. Cox's publications 
** lb K ct , l^f to the conclusion that John Hardy is properly 
T^cted with the group of facts associated with the Negro mur- 
2 ,^ arr >und 1894, the basis for “John Hardy", but brought to light 
»I/ 0 justify treating him as the heroic steel-driver connected 
fc’tth ?2 rou P °f facts around 1872, the basis for “John Henry". 

**** limitations to the “composite" John Hardy, this study 
d^^-'fttider *1* work of Dr. Cox, his methods as well as his con- 
** a * “* •<> far as it concerns the treatment of “John Henry” 
V* ri40n of “John Hardy". 

i 4 «j 7*5 ,hr n,ne versions of Dr. Cox's “John Hardv", ,; ) stanzas 
° 1 ° f B - 1 °f C, I of E, and all of H belong to “John 
u uaxne John Hardy, however, appears in stanzas 4 and 
d sorts of questions; but, since the two ballads 

» four of the other texts, and since the names Henry 



























Stanza 6, line 4: 

Combs: O come back home, babe, O come back home 
Cox: Oh, come back home, babe, come back home 

These differences are significant, and seem to belong to differed 
versions of “The Yew Pine Mountains", but Mr. Woofter seems td 
be an individual source. 

What is the explanation of these discrepancies in common 1 
material in the hands of these two editors? Are those in the 
••John Henry" text to be accounted for on the ground that Dr. Combs 
furnished Dr. Cox a copy different from that he used in his ownl 
work? Are those in “The Yew Pine Mountains" text to be accounted 
for on the ground that Mr. Woofter varied his copies of the samd 
version of the song? Possibly the editors were using different 
versions of the ballad and song and their variations can be explained 
in that way. Their editorial notes throw no light on the matter, and 
the answer must come from Dr. Combs and Mr. Woofter. 

The fact that the former has not published his texts the second 
time and that the latter’s ballad collection is still in manuscript form 
does not permit an examination of their practices in handling such 
material, but fortunately Dr. Cox can be tested on that score. His 
bibliography of 1925 21 ) shows that of his nine “John Hardy” texts 
he published five, A to E inclusive, in 1919, and that before this 
date one of them, version E, had had two printings, one by Dr. Cox 
himself in 1915 and the other by Professor Kittredge in 1913. Four 
of these texts show important variations in their several printings, 
and E develops a new stanza. * 2 ) 

JJ) Folk-Songs of the South, p. 177. 

y'rsion A contains seven stanzas, and shows seven differences in its 
o published forms. The word “quarry” in line 1 of stanza 2 in the 
oinrif • .J 925 is “quarrie” in that of 1919, “stays” in line 2 of stanza 5 
SJjTi “ st ayed” in that of 1919, “an” in line 4 of stanza 6 of 1925 is 
of ioiQ ,n i™ at °* *^19, an£ t “a" in line 3 of stanza 7 of 1925 is “the’’ in that 
s tand .,1 Lme * °f stanza 7 of the printing of 1925 is “Friends and relatives 
a f° und ” and that of 1919 is “Friends and relatives all standing! 
naa/a \ i , 4 iS rond “was” in line 3 of stanza 2 and “damn” of line 5 of 

Version ' m 7 * rC not * n text as printed in 1919. 

E the and D show fewer variations in their two printings. In 

U the two o, ™ ama in the printing of 1925 is “mamma” in that of 1919. 

“he" , n i.nii i °f ^ no important differences appear. In D the pronoun 
m 11 i V anza 1 * n the printing of 1919 is not in that of 1925, and 
« v *r«k>n r of sta,,za * 1925 is not in that of 1919. 

Den«Tm V c , ontrib u‘ed by Walter Mick, Ireland, W. Va. Dr. E. C. 

years T*™ ° Government, New York University, collected the text 

?°.* n £ whl, e he was a student in West Virginia University 
, n , ,,r Cox. who passed it on to Professor Kittredge for 

id i,.,! Journal Its two earlier printings, that of Professor 

U,r '. that ! ,“,? d ,hat of Dr. Cox in 1015, are much alike, and the 

m * nd ‘hat of 1925, both by Dr. Cox, are much alike. 

, 4 f la n, r , two words. The word “answer” in line 3 of 

O ! ol ,y,y •* “answered” in that of 1925, and “Oh 

* 7 o 1919 IS '•()“ in th.it ol 1925, with “answer” and “O 

" . r4 ' ,r ' i'i mting. | .mi" in Unm 4 and 5 of 

printing it contracted into "I'm" in thosr of the later 
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What is the explanation of these discrepancies i n *h 5 

single editor? Docs their character indicate a return to th* 0 * of 
of 18th century ballad scholars, a modified form of dev i Pra< *»c4 
accretion? Or can they be explained on other ground *i ent In¬ 
disposed to find that Dr. Cox has had his hand in matt am n °t 
his province. Very probably some of them are typographic!] 
and others may have resulted from confusions in handli i err01 *- 
number of manuscripts, possibly during years when he was " 8 3 large 
with other work. His confusion, in this connection of “C F c^ ertaXttl 
for E. C. Smith, “E. C. Sparrow”**) for E. C. Perrow' an d 
Work-A-Day Songs”* 6 ) for Negro Workaday Songs *P° 
shows too great reliance on memory. Such variations, howev ' 
his two or more printings of these texts seem to render unneceT * 
the inquiry Dr. Guy B. Johnson states that he made of Dr V 
concerning the appearance of the name John Henry in stanza 3 f 
version A. 26 ) ‘ ' ot 

It follows, then, that the appearance of the name John Hardy j n 
stanzas 4 and 10 of H may evidence an extension of these methods 
in editing the text; but one will be inclined, although reluctantly to 
depart from mere “happenstance” as an explanation in this case 
because his variation from Dr. Combs’ “John Henry, The Steel-Driving 
Man" provides a basis for classifying the version as belonging to 
"John Hardy”, a turn in line with his treatment of the two ballads 
as one, and the two men as John Hardy. Whether Dr. Cox, however, 
is actually responsible for the name John Hardy in the text must be 
determined finally by the copy Dr. Combs, the collector, furnished 
hun. John Hardy has a way of getting mixed up with John Henry,* : ) 
and possibly the methods of Dr. Cox as shown in his texts from A 
t-; L did not affect his H. Nevertheless, this version, with or without 
the name of the outlaw, belongs to “John Henry”. 88 ) 

"didn't”'^n n ^h 'i n **' ne * 2 °* stanza 5 of the earlier two is contracted into 
earh?, two il -vSw • and “y a,1 er girl*- in line 3 of stanza 5 in the 
howevrr In ,ater two. The most significant difference. 

e ! rlkr and the later printings is the addit.on 

Vi thC Printin * ° f 1925 and ,919 ’ bUt D ° 

(ttlS) ’ 2^' Vf ^ I r ^ ' n ' ^ C ^ ° ° * Journal and Educator XLI' 

’hr . p. rnal * XXVI ’ ,8 °- XXXI1 - 5,8 = Folk-Songs of 

So.l , . J 0 °“ r h " , sou X t X b Xll p m °■ Jour " al ’ XXVI ' ,W; F °' k 

** ■■ MulV ^ m c r 1 r * n Negro Folk-Songs. P 

diti uuioii hS , S h V ,fhorou K h (^26. p. 218) accepts Cox’s op<nJ* 
n,r r ,, »ongt she quotes mention John Hardy on ^ 

6,1 UoA v t,n lv. and Im bibliography gives the date 

“ ^ bwL Un ||' l r r !i ot “John Henry** «<*** 

" an. hi. hi ‘ n , Ihc mo *’ notable case that has • 

WT> “ * rd ln F-yrtte Tribune, Fayetteville, « NJ 
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I„ 1925 , the year Dorothy Scarborough a™ . 

, u «ion Dr. Cox’S treatment of the Henry and H ? wi,1 >out dis 
one, Dr. Combs objected, and explained for ‘■john^'' ! raditi °ns as 
Hardy”-' "EHes ne sont pas davantage deux v ari an<1 ^ 
chanson .. • Le recit dans JohnHenryest entierlm* ! ? e la meme 
Two years later Dr. Gordon called attention to the 
the two ballad heroes, and added that their soncrs are ofT*?" behveen 
confused by the singer”. He characterized H^ardx a fl «.^ mewhat 
Henry a good-natured almost lovable steel-drivin* 
following year Dr. White agreed to the separation of the H. The 
Har dy traditions. 3 *) These investigators of popular b a ? d 

South added little or nothing to what was Jlreadv known 'Y " 
“John Henry”, and made no great effort to. Thev did lJi! JboUt 
than object to such use of Henry material as that Dr r ov l \ mor , e 
in taking it over for his composite John Hardy ’ made 

Dr. Odum and his colleague. Dr. Johnson, published in urn 
eleven texts of “John Henry" and four of the Henry som- 
“inclined to believe that John Henry was oftparaToriglT.Id 
has become mixed with the John Hardy story in West Virginh ’’ 
They went even farther in suggesting probabilities. Having failed' in 
North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia to turn up any bio 
graphical material for Henry as a real person, they concluded that 
he was “most probably a mythical character.” 3 *) 

Their fabulous John Henry apparently did not satisfy Dr. Johnson 
very long. The following year, after seeing the report of my in¬ 
vestigations at Big Bend Tunnel on the Chesapeake and Ohio Railway 
in West Virginia, 33 ) he renewed his inquiries, culminating in a change 
of heart about where to look for the hero and a shift in point of 
view. “All in all,” he writes, on the strength of this new information, 
John Henry and Big Bend Tunnel are so intimately connected 
hat ... there, if anywhere ... we must look for the origin of the 
John Henry tradition;” 34 ) and prefers “to believe that (1) there was 
? e 2 ro steel driver named John Henry at Big Bend Tunnel, that (2) 
J 'JHipeted with a steam drill in a contest of the practicability of 
— ^' ce , a »d that (3) he probably died soon after the contest.” 36 ) 

F ft I I. C . . .. ... mi 


v\ -Songs d u Midi d e s E t a t s - U n i s , p. 104. 
> * W ' Gordon. New York Times, June 5, 1927. 

I • M • . ! . • • - - - ■ nn if 


189 ff. 

egro Workadd 


II, . • wmuw. iicw i otk i lines, junc 

- 1 ) H mPr , lc . an N egro Folk-Songs, p. 1 
I'jfljj , 1 * 22 ] Gdum and Guy B. Johnson. N 

** m !" .^Tbmber, 1Q25, I investigated John Henry at Big Bend Tunn. 
*••<>» i/i l,, UMr i y V 11,27 ’ •' 19-page report of my work there fell 

until i ^ oh l n 1 son I had written the report to preserve my prior 
** *«" t v complete a larger plan of investigation on the sub ec 

" * l ? d published at the University of Norlh ( : al r< * h 

‘ ,f Johnson’s only acknowledgement.-:! wonder to 
i- ;r , »n«d« John Henry famous at Big Bend I 

-* L Win, u. M tmilinn lohn Henry there before I ma 

interesting to mu" 


K ■ 


dl»-(iori riavr 

’ll “ "•h«r who were tiailing John Henry the 
ulpjj" ,lr| " i» M (n). It would be 


> Ibi, 


« »l 


e ■ r y , p 
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In taking this new point of view, however Dr 7 

says that he began in February, 1926, “to pursue' + l° hns ° n . in i<w 
Big Bend Tunnel was the place of origin of lu ^ ea *hat t?' 
tradition.” 3S ) What he means by the exnrecci^ he J°hn N 0 ? 
idea” is not altogether dear, but his treatment oT | 0 K° PUrs ««e 
myth from investigations elsewhere as already *hnJ n t1enrv as * 
ment at the time, several months after February "ini?* his ’ stJ 
enough: ,v -&, are ^ 

Prof. J. H. Cox traces John Henry to a real , 

Negro who had a reputation in West Virginia as a *t \V° h " Ha ^v , 
was hanged for murder in 1894. We are inclined to bel kTL'* ** 
Henry was of separate origin and has become mix** ^ John 
Hardy story in West Virginia »•). d Wlth the J 0 h n 

If he began several months before publishing th i. * . 
pursue the idea” that the John Henry tradiXn^ Statement "to 
Bend Tunnel, why did he offer no 7b,ect,of Z fv' T"‘ M " 
of Hardy as the famous steel-driver there > H e knev^th *. '■ r t. Jtn,cm 
m takmg over the Henry tradition for Hardy h Juken ’ ' 

Bend Tunnel, and that he had treated Hardy as the f °' tr B « 
driver in building it. The answer of Dr * h famoUs sled- 

‘‘inclined to believe that John Henry W J often '% that hc w “ 
has become mixed with the lohn H- a * * separate origin and 

In this connection, Zreover/he faTto lT e w V ‘ r *'™" 
account ,n his schedule for 'another invert ^ V ' rg ' ma """ 

about Booker TwLhjn^m ^utTe h h ° 7"' " 0t Clea ' “ ,h "’ n * ,d> 
South Carolina, and aS Qeorgia who^ad^'' .'“E" "° n ' i ". N ° rt '' Ca "' ta "’ 
about John Henry. I n other nlarec h * h rd sorn ^lhmg some time 
for instance, we understand hp • ’ owever > > n Mississippi and Maryland, 

of the ballad to its o^.n is a u k "° W " To trace ^ •*>* 
lorist **). ifficult task and one awaiting the folk- 

He leaves Big Bend «« m 

Edition to the follfi^ 3 ^ the question of origin of the 
J? 26 ,’, and these concessions chs S \ SeveraI m °nths after February, 

1 ea that the tradition oricr - ^ efforts “to pursue the 

my Hf° rt fr0m the tunnel g, ° ated ,n West Virginia until he saw' 

call for an explanation ^^dling this material would seem to 

wbf arge| y Personal and need V?**' But h,S disre g ard of m . v ri £ hts 

dll are n<>t in,erest ed in trifle, re ? U,rc the attention of readerS 
vhid he, where I set . m t l ,^ uch 35 an investigator’s priority 

must h Th J f>ook he puwShJ? !u'° W him without reference in this 

M .* ?! ^neral interest ' ,ou ^h> ra ises some questions that 

P ,,U ' 1 »“» -ppr. doub "c«'v should have first 

|, . . ,ls P ap t in the book cannot be made 


“J 'J 1 *-. P- 31. 
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THE JOHN HENRY HAMMER SON Q 


A 


Mrs. Sidney Wilson. Minnehaha c 
Wilson obtained this version front her brother a V v % 

construction camps in the South. 1 ^ '* ril ac ^hh|^ 

This old hammer, - - h uh 
Killed John Henry,., huh; 

This old hammer, - - huh. 

Killed John Henry, - - huh, 

This old hammer, - - huh. 

Killed John Henry,., huh; 

Killed him dead, - - huh 


Mix 

*ith 


Ain’t no hammer,. - huh. 
In these mountains, -. huh 
Ain’t no hammer, - . huh. 
In these mountains, * - huh 
Ain’t no hammer, *. huh, 

In these mountains, huh 
Rings like mine, ■ - huh 


Take this hammer, -- huh. 

And give it to the walker,huh. 
Take this hammer, - - huh, 

And give it to the walker’, -. huh, 
Take this hammer, - - huh, 

And give it to the walker,- • huh; 
For I’m goin’ home, -- huh. 

I told Hattie,--huh, 

To whip-a those children, -- huh: 
I told Hattie,--huh, 

To whip- a those children, -- huh; 

I told Hattie,--huh, 

To whip- a those children,--huh; 
Make ’em mind,--huh. 

'Cause the penitentiary, -- huh, 

Is full o’ people,--huh; 

’Cause the penitentiary, -- huh. 

Is full o’ people,--huh; 

’Cause the penitentiary, -- huh, 

Is full o’ people,--huh; 

Won’t raised right, - - huh. 


7 
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I told Hattie, - - huh. 

To make her dress a little longer, - - huh; 

I told Hattie,--huh, 

To make her dress a little longer, -- huh; 

I told Hattie, -- huh, 

To make her dress a little longer, - - huh 
A - showin’ of her laig, - - huh. 

B 

Newton Red wine. Mr. Redwine says: “John Henry had no regular 
song to sing as he worked, but it seems that the following was his favorite 
just before his death.” The Beattyville Enterprise, Beattvville 
Ky, Feb. 1, 1929. 

I have hammered 
Four long years 
With this old hammer 

I have hammered 
On the W 4 A 
I have hammered 
On the old M 4 C 
I have worked 
On the C 4 S 

The hammer am a ringin’ 

And the steel am a 6ingin’ 

I’ll put the hole 

On down boys 

Put the hole on down 

This old hammer 
Killed John Scott 
It will never kill me 

Hammer am a ringin’ 

Steel am a singin’ 

I’ll put the hole 

On down boys 

I’ll put the hole 

On down - hut - hut - hut 

Hut - hut - hut 

I’ll put the hole on down 

111 put the hole on down 

This old hammer 
Has killed John Scott 
1* will never kill me 
Hut - hut - hut 

!,[[ put thr hole on down, boys 
Put the hole on down 





John Hardy Vs. Joh 


HARDY, John. The popular 
song John Hardy” without 
doubt had its origin and 
development in West Virginia. The 
hero of this modern ballad was a 
Negro, whose prowess and fame 
are sung far and wide among his 
own race, and to a less extent 
among white folk. No written or 
printed statements concerning 
him are known to exist except an 
order in the courthouse at Welch 
McDowell County, W. Va., for his 
execution. However, the 
statements hereinafter given are 
believed to be thoroughly reliable. 
a ^ e ^ er dated Charleston, 
X a ’’ ^ e b- 1916, addressed 
to Dr. H. S. Green of that city, 

^ wntten by the Hon. W. A. 
McCorkle, governor of West 
Virginia from 1893 to 1897 
occurs the following: - 


“He [John Handy] was a steel-driv 

r T°. us in the beginning of tl 
budding ol the C. & (). Railroad, b 

Z ,i!2° a .l tccl : d, *ver in the beginnin 


notorious al 
his luck in o 
all through 
‘greatest eve 
beloved by 
the southen 
C. & 0. In 
drink more 
and drive s 
extent than 
country. 

“The kil 
final exit 
women, car 
understood 
than a mur< 
find out wl 
an idea th 
southwest p 
not positive 
his story ii 
composite i 
arise in th( 
heart, very 
address, yet 
drunkard, an 
“The son 
construction¬ 
driving steel 
prowess of J< 
I enclose you 


to Dr. H. S. Green of that city 
and written by the Hon. W. A.’ 
McCorkle, governor of West 
Virginia from 1893 to 1897 
occurs the following: - 

“He | John Hardy] was a steel-driver 
and was iamous in the beginning of the 
building of the C. & O. Railroad. He 
\sas also a steel-driver in the beginning 
of the extension of the N. & W 
Railroad. It was about 1872 that he 
was in this section. This was before the 
day of steam-drills; and the drill-work 
was done by two powerful men, who 
were special steel-drillers. They struck 
the steel from each side; and as they 
struck the steel, they sang a song which 
they improvised as they worked. John 
Hardy was the most famous 
steei-dnUcr ever in southern West 
v lrginia. He was a magnificent 
specimen of the genus Homo, was 
reported to be six feet two, and 
weighed two hundred and twenty five 
or thirty pounds, was straight as an 
arrow, and was one of the most 
handsome men in the country, and, as 
one informant told me, was as ‘black as 
a kittle in hell.’ 

Whenever there was any 
spectacular performance along the lines 
of drilling, John Hardy was put on the 
job; and it is said that he could drill 
more steel than any two men of his 
day lie was a great gambler, and was 


anse in the i CU 

heart - ve? * " d - 

address, yet a ° n « 

constru ction^camps 
driv *ng steel 7- 
Prowess of J ohn H . 
I enclose you somp 
addition to the ™ 
course, y ou under 
about John Hardy i 
Negroes. I cannot 
Hardy that you m 
the same John Han 
it may be so, for he 
in that vicinity whe 
himself. He was ne 1 
the C. & 0. He was 

T 7* • • 

1/ «« _ _ A . 



Mr. Ernest I. 
student of : 
University, who: 
Welch, and whon 
up the records of 
to report such o 
could secure, in 
Sept. 14, 19 

follows: - 

“John Hardy 








John Hardy Vs. John Henry 


haRDY John Mi* P 0 l ,ul “f 

r spun 

,n!nnn W«l 

i.ii und wide among Ins 
n idie, and to a less extent 
ona »hiie folk. No written or 
med statements concerning 
i .ire known to exist except an 
tM m the courthouse at Welch, 
Dowell County, W. Va., for his 
cution. However, the 
ements hereinafter given are 
eved 10 be thoroughly reliable. 
In a letter dated Charleston, 
V.» Feb. 16, 1916, addressed 
Dr H S. Green of that city, 
written by the Hon. W. A. 
?ortie, governor of West 
ima from 1893 to 1897, 
in the following: — 

Hc lichn Hardy] was a steel-driver 
»*> Umout in the beginning of the 
- 5 : ir.c C. & O. Railroad. He 
^ 4 met-driver in the beginning 
JV catenae n of the N. & W 

PIJ* 1872 that he 

gWW TInwiib i he 

■ ; 1;,11 ‘ "«d «hc trill worit 

SJ J? F°. ywfa* men, who 
•275L ' rh ®y struck 

l CSi ■ <k; at they 

***^m<l TIE** * wh ‘<* 

£•** | k« hC .n^r. fke # d John 

wOte* c.ct ^ ,u% * turnout 
»**• Hi * %uulh ®*n We»t 
•*** id iw L. * ^ugiufiteiu 

m * **> 

hvuj| f4 | . Ww * "'ll 

u,> J. . live 


notorious all through the countrv 
his link in gambling, To the duskv 
nil through (lie country, j le Wa y 
‘greatest ever,’ and he wasadmireH a , 

• ■_I U.. ..II ll.„ kl_ * ,C U d||(| 
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All 


• k 


• • 


• tl 


the 

beloved by all the Negro WOmenl^^ 
the southern West Virginia line to n“ 
C. & O. In addition to this, he coutS 
drink more whiskey, sit up all n ia,. 
and drive steel all day, to a grea^ 
extent than any man ever known i n th 
country. 

“The killing in which he made his 
final exit was a ‘mixtery’ between 
women, cards, and liquor; and it was 
understood that it was more of a fight 
than a murder. I have been unable to 
find out where he was hung, but.have 
an idea that it was down in the 
southwest part, near Virginia; but 1 am 
not positive about this. In other words 
his story is a story of one of the 
composite characters that so often 
arise in the land, - a man of kind 
heart, very strong, pleasant in his 
address, yet a gambler, a roue, a 
drunkard, and a fierce fighter. 

The song is quite famous in the 
construction-camps; and when they are 
driving steel in a large camp, the 
prowess ot John Hardy is always sung. 

I enclose you some verses which are in 
addition to the ones you sent me. Of 
course, you understand that all this 
about John Hardy is merely among the 
Negroes. I cannot say that the John 
Hardy that you mention was hung is 
‘he same John Hardy of the song; but 

II lna y so, for he was supposed to be 
f n that vicinity when he last exploited 
nun sc If. He was never an employee of 

K ‘ t & O. He was an employee of the 
' Hginiu contractors, C. K. Mason A 
° . and the I unghorn Company.” 

Mi Finest I. Kyle, a form* 

' tuucni of West Virgini* 
l, *veisity t whose home is ** 

* v 1 * 4,, 'l whom I asked to look 
r he iccoids of the trial am* 4, ' v ‘ 
such othei data as ^ 

°UM . _ i .1 AleJ 
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another Negro over a crap game at 
Shawnee Camp. This place is now 
known as Eckman, W. Va. (the name 
0 f the P.O.). The Shawnee Coal 
Company was and is located there. 
Hardy was tried and convicted in the 
July term of the McDowell County 
Criminal Court, and was hanged near 
the courthouse on Jan. 19, 1894. While 
in jail, he composed a song entitled 
‘John Hardy,’ and sung it on the 
scaffold before the execution. He was 
baptized the day before the execution. 


The last information I got from W. T. 

Tabor, who was deputy clerk of the 

Criminal Court at the time of the trial, 

and is now engaged in civil engineering. 

There is no record of the trial of John 

Hardy in the courthouse. Mr. Tabor 

informs me that there is no record of 

IT,/™ 1 existence. The only thing I 

orH P f^ ,ri T at tlie co urthouse was the 
der for John Hardy’s execution.” 


The order is as follows: — 
State of W. Va. 

vj. 

John Hardy. 
Felony. 


This (lau 

r attorn am 5 a * ain ‘he State t 

ir\A. ‘‘‘ty anH ti... i>_;_... 


H i!'o Gr0SSr 

High School 
torwarded to 


“John Hai 
years of age; 

Virginia; w 
coal-fields; ha 
Killed another 
over 75 cents 
Guggins helpei 
wrest gun fro 
both men wei 
to Welch. Gug 
for attempt to 
“Hardy hi 
courthouse ya 
the time. At 
white man in i 
by yelling, ' 
Officers had t< 
thirty men 1 
safely be cone 
in Woodmont 
Welch.” 


The sta 
Johnson, coi 
arrest Hardy, 
Charles V. 
r»» nnrter at W 
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find at ,he courthouse was the 
order for John Hardy s cxeeution.” 


The order is as follows: — 
State of W. Va. 
vs. 

John Hardy. 
Felony. 


This day came again the State by 
her attorney and the Prisoner who 
stands convicted of murder in the first 
degree was again brought to the bar of 
the Court in custody of the Sheriff of 
this County; and thereupon the 

Prisoner being asked by the Court if 
anything he had or could say why the 
Court should not proceed to pass the 
sentence of the law upon him in 
accordance with the verdict of the jury 

tj Ju S cause, and the 

Prisoner saying nothing why such 

sentence should not be passed upon 

by the Court; It is therefore 
P^ ldere T d , b y the Court that the 
hv til 161 h* ar( ty> is guilty as found 
that it Ver ^ c T t the jury herein and 
the ncI Said ./ ohnHard y he hanged by 
Sheriff r n u * s dead > anc * that the 
1 9th dav t r e T Count y» on Friday the 
said John u Janua ^y 1894, take the 
Countv Hardy from the jail of the 
selected i° sc ? I ? le ? u itable place to be 
there h-in Um * n this County and 
n tclc untiP i • ^^1 John Hardy by the 
h remtndf j j Ls dcad » and the prisoner 


® Vc n^bv f Vl l<>w * n 8 statement was 
y Mr. w T Tabor to Mr. 


safely I** 

in c °ncluc 

Welch ? dmont a 


r., The state 
Johnson, cons 
arrest Hardy, , 
Charles V. 
reporter at We] 
conversation 

and Judge Hei 
me in the earl 
1917. It follow 




I was at K 
that Hardy kille 
couldn’t tell yo 
now. They wei 
Shawnee can 
crap-shooting, an 
behind a rode wit 
is supposed that i 
man that he 
Winchester to ge 
killed they sent 1 
and Tom Campbe 
search the camps 
searching the cam 
they go, down th 
on the railroad ar 
the old bridge b 
they turned up tto 
•We will follow ti 
savs, ‘No, we can t 
woods; they have. 
good a gun as “ 
back and decided 
Me and »i* 




e at H. J. Grossman, principal of the 
now High School at Welch, and by him 
tame forwarded to me. 

Coal ■ 

lere. “John Hardy: Negro, about forty 
the years of age; black in color; from 
anty Virginia; worked as miner in 
near coal-fields; had no family as known; 
diile killed another Negro in a crap game 
died 0 ver 75 cents; another Negro named 
tbe Guggins helped him escape and tried to 
: was wrest gun from sheriff to shoot, but 
tion. both men were captured and returned 
f t0 Welch - Guggins was given a life term 

trial for attem Pt to ki U sheriff. 

;rine Hardy hung in ’94 in present 

John courthouse yard, though not such at 

rabor VTAt hme of execution some 
id of k mte in the crowd started a panic 
ling I ye 9 Lordy! O Lordy!’ 

l< > the t V n i cers dad to jail some twenty-five or 

saS V , men before exe cution could 
^ieiy be concluded. Hardy lies buried 

Welch » m ° nt addition to town of 

Johni* statement of R. L. 
a—constable, who helneH 


lows: — 
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iilty as fou 
y herein a 
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and that 1 
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94, take ) 
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: P*ate to 
County a 

by , 
1 thc prisoi 


16 Went 
*bor to 
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in Woodmont addition to town of 
Welch.” 


The statement of R. l 
Johnson, constable, who helped 
arrest Hardy, as compiled by Mr 
Charles V. Price, shorthand 
reporter at Welch, W. Va., from a 
conversation between Johnson 
and Judge Herndon, was sent to 

?o e i^,f arly part of the y^r 
iyl /. It follows: — 


i wa _ s at Keystone the morning 
that Hardy killed this fellow but I 
couldn’t tell you the fellow’s name 
now. They were shooting craps at 
bhawnee camp, and he was 
crap-shooting, and Webb Gudgin was 
behind a rock with a Winchester, and it 

IL S n PP *°>?; d t u at Hardy didn’t get the 
man that he was there with a 

fester to get him. After he was 

amiTomr ^ n Lr? Keystone ’ an d me 
L a ,I ^ Campbe11 went dow n there to 
i*™. the t camps; and while we were 

i he can ?P s they said, ‘Yonder 

on th! ’ the road!’ and we got 

the oM^Ofd and foUowed them to 

thev t , d r br , ldge below Shawnee, and 

‘We* wdi n foi| UP hoUow . and I says. 
Z. foU °w hem up there.’ Tom 

wwds ?h. K can * foUow them in the 
J’t 1 ' have got a Winchester, as 

Wk ag ^ n , as T have got.’ So we went 
Me decided to watch the train" 

and *>me one. I think ,t was 
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Harvey Dillon, was watching Northfork 
station. They got on the train at 
Grover, and they got them; and when 
they went to handcuff Hardy. Gudgin 
was walking through the coaches, and 
every one went out to get Gudgin, and 
he made to jerk John off the train; but 
John held to him till they got the train 
stopped, and they sent a colored fellow 
back there to help him. and they put 
him on the train and brought him back 
to Keystone. George Dillon and I took 
charge of him. John wasn’t able to stay 
up. We took charge of them and 
guarded them that night, and they 
come and threatened to lynch him, and 
we said they couldn’t come up there, 
and Webb said if we would unhandcuff 
him and give him his gun nobody 
would come up there. We had him over 
Belcher’s store. 

“I believe I come down the next 
morning and put them in jail. I never 
knew anything more about the case 
until the trial. I was down here during 
the trial. After he was found guilty he 
wanted to be baptized. We took him 
down there to the river, and 1 was 
along with him when they baptized 
him. I forget what preacher baptized 
him. He had on a new suit of clothes 
hat and everything, but he didn’t like 
the looks of his shoes at all. I took 
them back and swapped them; and 

him£if h u them on an d viewed 

himsel he had on the best suit he ever 

had, the way 1 looked at it. He was 

hc°miphMi^ ee *k! W0 ’ ' think ’ or ma y be 
n 5660 Slx f oot three.” 

. f ; WDGL HERNDON. Give his color 
you start on Gudgin. ’ 

sr- *"«-• 

w* ft b‘ut"h avi,y 

built, yellow y ’ 10 was heavy 

deputy kite riff? * 11 m P be II was 

MR JOHNSON Y-* 


Of M| 


c Do 


V|| 


MR. JOHNSON Yes 
JUDGE HERNDOnV u 
Welch now do y 0u kn ° thc to Wn 
spot where the sctff 0 |$ L a O,2 
MR. JOHNSON vC as >Ut? 
out here and look' it 7 ' 
ngh ‘out here somewhere b “ t « X 
MR. DAVID COLl inc i 

Ssstssss'ji-'* 

don t remember the nam«. U f ? y you 
John Hardy killed'* ‘ f the man 

JOHNSON. No r 
remember him. ’ 1 don’t 

JUDGE HERNDON But ,, 

“vis s.-.; -“"s 5 

JUDGE HERNDON. |„ otlm 

lTilled S ’h t V S |, COlor f d man ,hat Hardy 
killed had skinned Hardy in the game 

before that game? * 

„ *f w R ‘ J0 » NS0N - Yes, si,, and 
Hardy goes down and starts a crap 
game, and Webb was behind this rock 
with his Winchester so if Hardy failed 
he would get him. That was the 
statement, what they claimed when 
they came after us, when we went 
down there. 

JUDGE HERNDON. Where was he 

from? 

MR. JOHNSON. I don’t know. I 
might have heard, but I never paid any 
attention. We were out nearly all night 
that night. I recollect it well. I think it 
was about the first year John Effler 
was elected sheriff. My recollection is 
that the time Hardy killed the other 
colored man was along some ti~“ 


during the first of the year, in »u 
and that he was tried along about A| 
or May, 1893, and hanged soon at 
his conviction, about sixty da 


18S 


Mr. A. C. Payne, English, 
Va., in u letter dated Oct. I 
1^17, writes me as follows; - 

let l 


Just received your 


*• «* i i v v i i v in 7 v u • 

requesting information of a 


Nog 
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. „ r about 6 feet high and about 2 d 
m « old as vwU as I could guess at 
y eaT u e killed a Negro boy about 19 
old And he was a very black 
That is about all I know about 

him” 

The above-quoted statements 
jeem to establish two groups of 

facts: — , 

1. (a) That about the year 

1872 there was a certain John 
Hardy employed as a steel-driller 
in railroad-construction in the 
southern part of West Virginia. 
This man was a very black Negro, 
six feet tall, or more, of splendid 
physique, a drinker, a gambler, a 
roue, and a fierce fighter. 

(b) That later this Negro killed 
a man in an altercation of some 
sort in which gambling played a 
part. 

(c) That the murder and 
execution took place in the 
southern part of the State, near 
the Virginia line. 

2. (a) That in the year 1893 a 
certain John Hardy was employed 
as a coal-miner in the extreme 
southern part of West Virginia, 
this man was a very black Negro, 
six feet two or three inches tall 
and a gambler. 

kiii^ That this John Hard y 

STs a T overa f cra P £ ame ^r 

nesumofseventy.fiv 6 cents 

executing! ^ murder and 

^thern n PlaC6 in the 

the T v ^tae ‘ he State> near 

is not^of^ki^ these two men 
‘ nf erence tha^the-v* 6 ^ bUt the 
Cxt remely n rr K C L are the same is 
of tL P robable - That two 

!° ne ar|y alike K 6 £ ame and race » 
;j d oharacteril? Phys,que - habi ts, 
,*) e ^me f a t c f lcs » should meet 

ii lhe same’ [ <>r , be same cr «me, 

^ablc- ,OCal,t y. ^ hardly 

the ■«» 

•lardv minir, K win , . 8 * m P° r tant 
Jy of , Hither he and the 

1 identical. The 


prowess of the steel-driller of 
18/2 mdicates a man of mature 
age. let us say twenty-four or 
twenty-five. In 1893 he would 
then have been fortv-five or 
forty-six. Three of the men 
connected with the trial of Hardy- 
have given estimates of his age as 
follows: Tabor, assistant clerk of 
the Criminal Court, forty; 
Johnson, constable, thirty; Payne 
juryman, twenty-five. The value 
of these estimates depends upon 
two things. - first, accuracy of 
memory in recalling, after a lapse 
of twenty-four years, such details 
of feature as would enable one to 
judge of age; and, second, the 
ability of the witness to make 
such a judgment. Mr. Johnson 
says, “I couldn’t hardly tell you 
about what age. I would figure 
him about thirty.” The statement 
itself indicates much uncertainly 
about the matter. Mr. Payne says, 
“About twenty-five years old, as 
well as I could guess at him.” 
Evidently at the trial Hardy’s age 
was not brought out, or at least 
not emphasized enough to be 
remembered, and a guess by 
memory after twenty-four years 
may not be worth much. Mr. 
Tabor says, “About forty years of 
age.” Mr. Tabor was deputy clerk 
of the court that tried Hardy, and 
is now engaged in civil 
engineering. His statements 
indicate a better-trained and more 
accurate type of mind than the 
others, and have a directness that 
is assuring. In any case, the 
judgment of the age of a Negro of 
the splendid physical type of 
Hardy is a difficult matter, hard 
to come at within ten years, and 
more likely to be underestimated 
than overestimated. In my 
judgment, the testimony may well 
point to an age considerable in 
excess of forty. 

Mr. II. S. Walker, a man of 
mature years, a student in West 
Virginia University from Fayette 



328 


County, through which the C. & 
O runs, reports the following as a 
current belief where he lives: - 

John Hardy, a Negro, worked 
for Langhorn, a railroad 
-contractor from Richmond, Va., 
at the time of the building of the 
C. & O. Road. Langhorn had a 
contract for work on the east side 
of the Big Bend Tunnel, which is 
in the adjoining county of 
Summers, to the east of Fayette 
County; and some other 
contractor had the work on the 
west side of the tunnel. This was 
the time when the steam-driller 
was first used. Langhorn did not 
have one, but the contractor on 
the other side of the tunnel did; 
and Langhorn made a wager with 
him that Hardy could, by hand, 
drill a hole in less time than the 
steam-drill could. In the contest 
that followed, Hardy won, but 
dropped dead on the spot. He tells 
me, also, that there is a current 
report in this part of the State 
concerning a John Hardy who was 

* ? ugh ’ a saloon frequenter, an 
outlaw, and a sort of a thug He 
thinks this John Hardy was a 
white man, and he is sure that he 
was hanged later on for killing a 
man in McDowell County 
across the line in Virginia. 

r these 

man. For Q °° . • tile same 
COn tem por a r v Whlte L man 
steej-driller to posses 'the the 
name and atfrikTV® 88 the sa me 

°P««e in th'e'earlv 5 “ S he ' *° 

i" Ihe sme Lr‘ ° f Ws 

later to the 2ml ^° n * to drift 

^mmit the same^ locaIlty , to 
Pay the same n . me * an d to 
livable. P c nalty, j. s not 

I hl*ta_ 


drilling-contest ” i n 

h h n however ?u Pp °r t 

ballad called “The tiler e \ of 

not as yet found in 

but reported bv ck 1 v iw 

Syllabus of Kenlucf^p^ m h T 

P- 19, as follows ™~ y Folk 'So^ 


.if 


“THE STEF? rvr. 

Ia3b4c3b, II: John RIV ER b 

his skill with sledge H S’ P rou d of 
competes with a modem 
Tunnel No. Nine, on the r£ ani ' dri ll in 
Ohio Railroad. Defeate^ake J 
asking to be buried with hk t h ? die * 
breast.” n hls tools at his 

Henry, allHL^fctory '“u,^ 

s? a izurtrxr * 

transmission. The same proLS 
reasonmg as applied heretS f 
identifies John Henry 
Hardy, W ho could *** ft 

M ° f 3 dril Hng-contest 

Most likely the ballad celebraUng 

“L® Py owe ss of John Hardy 
gradually, m its earlier makhJ 
enhanced that prowess, and, by 
the natural tendency to a tragic 
ending, finally sang of his defeat 
and death. 

Whether the drilling-contest be 
jact or fiction, is not important. 
However, it could hardly have 
happened. A note addressed to 
h® Ingersoll-Rand Company, to 
whom I was referred as authority 
on dr ills, brings the following 
statemtent in a letter dated New 
rork City, Dec. 19, 1917: - 


-iiuL 

J ;hn h Har d y S* thc belief that 
I , k . ,nt i u »nc» co-..,’ ,n answer 

,r »ni , hc 


Your letter of Dec. 4, addressed to 
the Company at Easton, Pa., has been 
referred to us, and in reply we would 
advise you that, although we have no 
(let mite records, it is rather improbable 
bat steam rock-drills were used in the 
building of the C. & O. Railroad. As 
you will see from the text of the 
attached advertisement, machine-drills 
wcru first used about 1866; but their 
"sc was very limited, and not at all 
general.” 


1 *' ® portion o f 1111 

advertisement above referred to, 
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. , is significant for this 
Vision, is as follows: 

"Tlie first time rock-drills were 

, bin work was at the Hoosac 
rmind year 1866. Mere the Burleigh 
rill failed because of great repair 
Next came the Musconetong 
SSd Lehigh Valley R R driven 
from end to end with the Ingcrsoll 
Vjll which had been brought to a 
practical stage in rock-work on Fourth 
Avenue, New York, for the horse-car 
tunnel. This covers the period up to 
1875. when the Rand Little Giant 
made a step in advance.” 

The Chesapeake and Ohio 
Railroad was completed westward 
from Sulphur Springs to 
Huntington - that is, entirely 
across the State of West 
Virginia - in 1873. 

Two versions of the ballad, 
with a total of five variants, have 
come to hand. Version a gives us 
something with the very 
atmosphere of the 
construction-camp, its rough gang 
of illiterate Negroes, its profanity, 
and its glorification of a gambler, 
a drunkard, and a murderer. With 
the exception of stanzas 2 and 3 , 
the ballad deals with the episode 
01 the hanging, in some way not 
clearly stated, and connected with 
gambling. The name of the place, 

bu^T 6 Camp > is exactly correct; 
i ncr i h 9 e n . umber of men killed is 

SSES*. to tw °. and the 
rtJul ri re t r 15 cau f>ht because he 

bulk r "f t C L rU k'.. N ? t ° n,y does the 
incident m ^ ad deal with this 
Hardy J? # J he carec r of John 
‘he * * he Prominent places, 

to it n fh m thc cnd « are 
[he j ^ older incident of 

k°w*Ye r , u. V 1,n * contest is, 

" IOf ouilv y rcmc nibered and 

cx P r CMcd. though 

b^IrL 7 , ">• to 

-t 1 ; **y 1 version stands 

•hUkf - * r [ c - between the 
•wriSJS. ,,lctl by Shea,,,, 

W *2 b ' U ««I Jnllc. 

memory 


entirely. Shawnee r* 

become a Chinese cam P has 
easy change - an(i mp » ~ ™ 

the man killed is a China SCqUentiy 
yellow girl with her ^ aman - The 
i" the ^ne W a t „ h da er m ”™ e k y u i S e f 1 

ESS? wr&pV 

a Road'?v e Wr6Ck “"‘he C U & 
southern parT'of Estate" and 
contemporary in growth with that 
part of “John Hardy” since 18^4 

John H . two , , stanzas - given to 
John Hardy himself, furnish an 

interesting reference to a fact in 

his history (namely, his baptism 

before hanging), and may be a 

remnant of the song he composed 

and sang just before his death. 

The introduction of the 

conventional ballad element of 

having the hero’s mother and 

sweetheart come to see him is to 

be noted in stanzas 6 and 7. 

Versions c, d, and e are 
variants of version b. In c the 
Negro gambling-dive is exalted to 
a “Wild West show” (stanza 2), 
and the conventionalizing process 
is carried further in stanza 6 by 
giving him a “pretty little wife,” 
whom he kept “dressed in blue,” 
and who had always been true to 
him. In d the yellow girl becomes 
a less shadowy personage, upon 
whom is bestowed the 
high-sounding, romantic name, 
Rozella (stanza 2). The refusal of 
the Court to grant bond to a 
“murderen” man in stanza 6 is a 
good bit of realism, with which, 
no doubt, the Negro singers of 
this ballad were fairly familiar. 
The reference to his baptism tails 
to appear. In e the 
conventionalizing process goes on 
apace: the father is introduced, 
thc hero is blessed with three 
children, and two stanzas (7 ana 
H) from Vht Lass oj Koch ho.\ai 
(Child, No. 70) are inserted. 






As a result of this study, the 
following things appeal to me as 

significant: — , . 

1. The origin in our day ot 
such a ballad among an illiterate 
and comparatively primitive 
people. 

2. The testimony of 
spontaneous composition of 
stanzas by men engaged in the 
hard work of steel-drilling. 

3. The two groups of facts in 
Hardy’s life centring respectively 
about the dates 1872 and 1894, 
which furnish the nuclei for three 
types of ballad as to content: (a) 
John Hardy, the steel-driver; (b) 
John Hardy, the steel-driver and 
the murdered; (c) John Hardy, the 
murderer. 

4. The unreliability of 
statements in the ballad; and the 
difficulty, even at this early date, 
of determining the facts on which 
the song is based. 

5. The passing of the song into 
the possession of white folk, and 
the rapid introduction on 
conventional elements of balladry. 
All the copies of the ballad in my 
possession were communicated by 
white people. 

“John Hardy” is recorded 
elsewhere as follows: — 


SHEARIN AND COMBS, 
SyUabus of Kentucky Folk-Song i 
19. “John Hardy,” iii, 4a3b4c3' 

6. - An account of Hardy’s shooting 
man in a poker-game; of his arres 
[rial, conviction, conversion, an 
baptism; and of his execution an 
burial on the Tug River. 

„“ Th ? Steel Driver,” i 
dib4c3b, II. - John Henry, proud < 
hn skill with sledge and hand-dri] 

r'un£| te M W,t v 3 modern steam-drill i 
L N °u ^ ,ne \ on the Chesapeak 
l’ R f oa - Defeated, he die 

bJ.:!,"? ^ bUf,Cd W ' th h ‘ S too,s at H 

£v m a er, n c 0 * 

^•Ulb«U*d V "by n Mhl I'uu'uc Sl R n a 7 r 

-- y ..r 


made to say, “f Qr 
love.” The f act 0 f h hi** 6 of, 
mentioned. ‘ lls baptj s :f r 1 

Ibid., 22:249-250. _ r. . * 

of Hemy^reportejy^nh 


The fifth is a ballad of eiehi 
stanzas, obtained from Kentucky 
mountain whites. In it John Henry i s a 
steel-driver, who competes with a 
steam-driller in a big tunnel, apparently 
on the C. & 0. line. He leaves a faithful 
wife to mourn his death. 

Ibid., 26:180-182. - Variant e of 
this study, communicated by the 
present writer; also printed in West 
Virginia School Journal and Educator, 
44:216-217 (September, 1915). 

Ibid., 27:249. - Reported by title, 
“That’s the Hammer killed John 
Henry,” from South Carolina, by 
Henry C. Davis. 

Ibid., 28:14. - Communicated by 
John A. Lomax as being sung along the 
Chesapeake and Ohio Road in 
Kentucky and West Virginia. John 
Henry, the best steel-driver on the C. & 
O. Road, competes with a steam-driller 
in Tunnel No. Nine, beats it by an inch 
and a half, and lays down his hammer 
and dies. 


CAMPBELL AND SHARP, Eng 
Folk-Songs from the South 
Appalachians, pp. 257-258: J 
Hardy.” - A ballad in nine stanzjj 
Nothing is said of steel-driving, ana 
hero kills his partner for fifty 
the “ S h u n ny Camps” (Sha«™* 
Camp). Hardy is evidently thoughi 
as a white man. for the murder is .. 
"for the sake of my blue-eyed £ , 
The fact of his baptism is menti ^ 
und two stanzas from "The La-. 
Roch Royal” are inserted, the • . 

stanzas as in variant e of the p 
study. 






And 1 don t care a damn what I sav* 

I don’t care a snap for the police.” ’ 

But they let John Hardy get awav ««« L 
They let John Hardy get fway P °° r boy! 

(Version c.) 

(Communicated by Mr. Lee C. Wooddell, Durbin Porai^ntoe o 
iiKained it from Mr. Ernie Wright, Hosterman, Pocahontas County.) C ° Unty > who 

1. John Hardy he was two years old 

Sitting on his mother’s knee: ’ 

‘The Big Ben Tunnel on the C. & O Road 
s going to be the death of me, poor bov 
Is going to be the death of me, poor boy.” 

2. John Hardy went into a Wild West show 

Piayrng at a fifty-cent game: 

Whoever wins my fifty cents, 

I m going to blow out his brains, poor boy! 
m going to blow out his brains, poor boy.” 

3. John Hardy laid down a twenty-dollar bill 
tt , °d he didn’t ask for change: 

All I want is a forty-four gun 
To blow out another nigger’s brains, poor boy! 

To blow out another nigger’s brains, poor boy!” 

4. John Hardy went to New Port, 

Expecting to be free. 

The detective patted him on the back: 

John Hardy, go along with me, poor boy! 

John Hardy, go along with me, poor boy!” 

5 1 V a t0 the East ’ 1>ve been t0 the West, 

.. 1 ve been all over the world; 

VC been to the river to be baptized, 

ut I m on my hanging-ground, poor boy! 

" Ul i m on my hanging-ground, poor boy!” 

John Hardy had a pretty little wife, 

,C *J C P* her dressed in blue. 

./! % || c heard that John was dead, 

o in Hardy, I’ve been true to you, poor boy! 

1 m Hardy, I’ve been true to you, poor boy!" 


(Version d.) 

''hn b Ailkuu, ilium Maud. Lincoln County, who 
» «f» old tvanjo play ei ) 


